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    Chapter 1: Lanak Tanor 
 
    I didn’t like it when we reached the river. 
 
    It was odd. For normally, when Zurk and I came to fish, I would feel lively. This morning, however, I had an unsettling feeling take hold of me upon seeing the river. Zurk however was enjoying it. 
 
    “Woots!” he said, running down to the river and splashing water onto his face. I looked about the place warily as I set my bag down. I shook my head. The unsettling feeling was ultimately just a feeling, and it was all in my head. I decided to enjoy the morning. This was after all supposed to be the time of the week when I enjoyed myself. 
 
    “Let’s see who manages to catch more fish, eh?” I said to Zurk. 
 
    “I have been the winner for the past ten weeks,” Zurk boasted proudly, and despite his wrinkles and the grey of his beard he seemed to have suddenly become a teenager, “do you think you still have a chance against me?” 
 
    “Well, it was I who caught more fish eleven weeks ago,” I said with a grin as I prepared my fishing rod. Zurk shook his head. 
 
    “Eleven weeks is a long time ago,” he said. “You used to be a great fisherman, not now anymore…” 
 
    But I had suddenly stopped listening to Zurk. The unsettling feeling had suddenly grabbed me again. And it was coming in harder now. I did not like it at all. It was the same feeling on which my life used to depend a long time ago. 
 
    A time when I had been a different person altogether… A Succubi tamer. 
 
    But I had given up that job and the powers that came with it. Heck, I had even given up the privileges of being a player. I could no longer see my stats, but I didn’t care. Plus, notifications used to pop up in my vision all the time. It had been irritating at best. I was glad I had taken up my new life. Was it a bit mundane? Yes, absolutely. But on the positive side you didn’t have to deal with the possibility of killing innocent girls when you knew that there was the slightest of possibilities that they needn’t have been killed if only you were more skilled at taming. 
 
    Hundred percent of the times when dealing with a succubi I wanted to turn them into the innocent girls they really were. But ninety percent of the times, I would be forced to kill them just so that the havoc they were causing could be stopped. I was glad I had given up that life. 
 
    “Yeah!” Zurk cried in elation, as he brought up a beefy fish, breaking me out of my thoughts, “The first one is already mine!” 
 
    I bit my lip for the unsettling feeling was just refusing to leave. There were no succubi in these parts, I told myself. I focussed on the fishing. 
 
    It was after a few minutes that I felt a tug on my fishing rod. I pulled. The fish fought, and I was sure it was a big one for it was pulling me towards the river instead of me pulling it towards land. Zurk meanwhile laughed at me. 
 
    “You are really getting old, aren’t you?” he said. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. 
 
    “Your words aren’t helping me!” I said. Zurk took the fishing rod from my hands, relieving me from the chore. A few seconds later the fish was dancing in the bank, jumping up and down. It was one big fish. The orphans to whom we will be giving it will be quite happy. 
 
    “I think it’ll be safe to say that it was I who caught the second one as well,” Zurk said, flashing his teeth. 
 
    “Whatever,” I countered, taking my fishing rod from him. “Next time help me by keeping quiet, all right?” 
 
    It was at that moment that a sound reached my ear. A very eerie one. It was not made of words, but was a faint echo of sorts. Yet, it was easily distinguishable from the sound of the light breeze that was blowing in the morning or from the sound of the river. It didn’t seem to have been made by the tongue of a human or even an animal, neither was it a sound created by nature. The hair of my body stood on end, even as the sound vanished almost immediately after my ears had caught it. 
 
    “What was that?” Zurk said, and he seemed to have gone abruptly pale. All his liveliness had disappeared. I myself felt like I had swallowed a block of ice. I had wished the sound was a mere creation of my own mind, much like the unsettling feeling that had been coming to me ever since we had reached the river, but the fact that Zurk had heard the sound as well took away all my hopes. 
 
    “I do not know,” I said. “But I did not like it at all.” 
 
    Zurk looked around the spot frantically. 
 
    “You think we should leave?” he said to me. I pondered over it. Would it be a good idea to abandon the fishing because of a mere sound? After all we had been coming to this spot for a good while now. So far we had never come to any harm. No ferocious wild animal ever came here. 
 
    Not waiting for any response from me, Zurk began to put the two fish he had caught into his bag. 
 
    “I think we should return,” he said, picking up his bag, quite ready to leave. 
 
    “So that will be two for you and zero for me?” I said. Much as I wanted to leave myself, a rather childish part of me wanted to at least catch one fish. My fishing skills had been on the decline for a while now. Zurk, who had already taken a few strides away from the river, stopped and looked at me. He ruffled his balding mop of hair and shook his head. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, “it’s just a creepy sound after all. Sometimes, mice sound creepy as well. But that doesn’t stop them from being mice, does it?” Zurk didn’t look very convinced of his own words, but he impatiently sat down on a riverside boulder, so that I could go about my fishing business. 
 
    I attached the worm into the hook and then threw it in the river and waited patiently. My mind began to wander to the times when I used to be a Succubi tamer. I had been one for about a period of ten years. Yet, I had aged almost thirty years during that time frame. After settling down in my new life, my wrinkles had more or less remained the same. Taming succubi brought strains to the body. I had earned good money during that time period, but my fast declining youth had raised my concerns, along with the other drawbacks of the profession. 
 
    Youth… 
 
    A memory suddenly came to my mind. I had a déjà vu feeling grip me, as I recalled myself standing on the banks of a small stream, holding a fishing rod. It was the first time I had ever gone fishing… in the real world. I recalled my friends from my childhood, almost all of whom had died before the introduction of The Second World. But I had survived. I had been ninety-five when The Second World was unveiled. It was a virtual reality world, one to which people could upload themselves forever. Did it have risks? Absolutely. But it didn’t matter for I was old. In fact only old people were allowed to upload themselves into The Second World. 
 
    I remembered that time of helplessness when I had been ninety-five years of age in the real world. I had been a mere log of wood, lying on a bed day in and day out. All of this had followed a car accident. Till my ninety-fourth year in the real world, my life had been more or less a good one. I could still walk briskly for my age and enjoy the world. But the car accident had totally wrecked me. When The Second World came along, and the government said they would allow old people like me to upload ourselves into the virtual world, I had leapt at the first opportunity. My children and grand children had only been happy. 
 
    After uploading myself to the game world, I had hoped I would be able to meet my family members after they got their own game capsules. While young people were not allowed access to the Perma feature of The Second World, they could still explore the game world for shorter durations of time. However, before my family could buy more game capsules, war broke out in the real world. 
 
    My children and grand children did not survive. 
 
    The Second World however survived. It was protected by international law. It had citizens from all countries and the computer that had all the data of the players was floating in space. 
 
    I was brought back to the task at hand when I saw someone on the other side of the river. She was moving behind the trees. She seemed to be wearing little clothes. And what were those things she wore on her head? Plus, there seemed to be a strange extension behind her... 
 
    I felt a pull on the hook. However, I was so astonished by the sight on the other side of the river that I subconsciously let the fishing rod fall. The fish kept pulling, trying to free itself from the hook. The result was that the fish ended up pulling the rod into the river and it went down the surface with a ‘plop’. 
 
    I was paralysed to the spot and found myself incapable of movement. The girl on the other side could only be a succubus! 
 
    “Why did you let the rod fall into the river?” Zurk said, who didn’t seem to have sighted the succubus. 
 
    “I- I,” I stammered, “I think we should get out of this place right now, Zurk.” 
 
    The succubus on the other bank had disappeared behind the trees. I would have liked her to be in sight. This was bad.  
 
    Very bad. 
 
    I turned to Zurk, my eyes filled with horror.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I said and I grabbed him and pulled him up. “Let’s get the heck out of here!” 
 
    But Zurk was resisting my pull. He looked confused. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said, “did you see some dangerous animal?” 
 
    I pulled my hair in frustration. 
 
    “I saw a goddamn succubus. Now move!” 
 
    Zurk’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “A… a succubus?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” I said and I grabbed Zurk’s hand again to pull him along. But yet again he resisted my pull. 
 
    “But Succubi are not found in these parts,” Zurk said. He seemed to be fighting the idea that one could come here or that I had actually seen one. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I barked, “I SAW one! And if you don’t come, I’ll leave you here alone.” 
 
    The sound of wings being flapped reached my ears. I looked towards the other bank of the river again but saw no sign of the succubus. A cold fear gripped my heart. I turned on my heels and without waiting for Zurk I began to march away from the river bank. A shudder had taken over my body. When I had come to these parts that was because I had never wanted to lay my eyes on a succubus again. They were vicious devils. They wrongly used the powers of beauty and seduction to take make mindless demons out of men. Women were not spared either. They were turned to succubi. 
 
    I marched away from the river bank. It was only after I had gone a good distance that I realised that Zurk wasn’t following me. I had hoped that seeing me so afraid he would come along, but no, he hadn’t. I stopped. 
 
    There was a fight going on in my head. I had no wish to abandon my good friend. Yet at the same time I knew that dealing with a succubus wasn’t something to look forward to. I gritted my teeth. I had to save Zurk. 
 
    Letting out a curse I spun at the spot.  
 
    “Zurk!” I cried out and I began to run towards the river bank again. When I reached it I saw that there was no Zurk. There was just no sign of him there at all. 
 
    I scanned the spot. Where could he have gone? There was only one proper way from the spot that led to the town where we lived.  
 
    And then I saw Zurk’s bag lying on the ground. I ran down to it. The fish Zurk had caught were still in the bag. His fishing rod was lying beside the bag as well. Zurk was not someone who would leave his fishing rod or his fish under any circumstance, not even if some wild beast came to eat him. 
 
    I heard the sound of conversation. It was coming from behind some bushes on the other bank. I strained my eyes and I saw that one of the people there was Zurk… and the other was a girl.  
 
    My heart froze. 
 
    But then I saw that the girl didn’t posses any wings or horns and I could finally breathe a sigh of relief. Maybe she was some normal girl and Zurk had merely gone over because she required help? The river wasn’t a very big one and was more of a stream. It wasn’t hard even for an old man like Zurk to wade across it. 
 
    “Zurk!” I called. Zurk seemed to hear me and he stood up. I waved at him. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” I asked to him. 
 
    “She came here to collect water,” Zurk said, gesturing at the girl beside him, “but her pitcher fell into the river. I got it for her.”  
 
    It was more or less good news and I exhaled. 
 
    And then Zurk let out an abrupt cry. He pointed at me. 
 
    “Behind you!” he cried. 
 
    I whirled around. There was the succubus standing right behind me. She had a smile on her cute face. I shook my head. I couldn’t fall for her charms, or I would be done for. 
 
    My experience from my days as a Succubi tamer kicked in. Instead of running away from the succubus I lunged towards her. She hadn’t expected it. I pinned her to the ground. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” I barked at her. All the time her beauty was deteriorating very fast. It was what happened to a succubus once they realised that there charms wouldn’t come to use. Her face became devilish. It was scary to watch the transformation.  
 
    She kicked me on the stomach. For her slim legs her kick was very powerful and I got thrown away. Grunting, I pulled myself up to my feet. 
 
    “What do you want?” I demanded the succubus.  
 
    “Just a kiss,” the succubus said, showing her fangs. 
 
    I remembered my trusty dagger. I always brought it along whenever I went to any remote place. It still hung by my belt and I now drew it from its sheath. 
 
    The succubus pouted her lips. 
 
    “You are going to kill me?” she said. 
 
    I swung the dagger at her. My aim was the horns. If I could somehow break one of her horns she would die. The succubus side stepped, and I almost tripped because of my own inertia. Damn, I had gotten fat leading a lazy life, hadn’t I? 
 
    I grunted, exasperated at myself. 
 
    Then a plan formed in my head. If I could somehow push the succubus into the river… 
 
    I sheathed my dagger. I would need it, but right now I had something else in mind. I lunged at her again. She tried to evade me, but I grabbed her torso, such that for a moment she was lifted into the air. My face came dangerously close to her fangs and she tried to bite me. But thankfully her fangs were an inch too far away. I slammed her on the very edge of the river bank. She groaned. 
 
    “Ah, that is not a lot of pleasure,” she commented. She began to flap her wings. But I was just not ready to let her go. Her flapping became more and more powerful, even as I somehow managed to draw out my dagger. The next moment I knew, she had taken to the air, while I held on to her torso. The distance between us and the ground went on increasing. My heart rate spiked. 
 
    I shook my head, refusing to be taken. 
 
    “Should have tried seduction,” I said to the succubus. I raised my sword and hit one of her horns hard. Her eyes went wide. I reckoned she had not expected me to hit her horns.  But now my dagger was wedged into the horn. I grabbed the horn with my bare hand and I pulled out her horn. The succubus let out a mad shriek. Her wings disappeared and the two of us plummeted into the river. 
 
    As we were taken along by the current of the river, I kicked my legs and swam towards the bank where Zurk and the girl were. I also took the body of the succubus along with me. I lay down beside the rocks of the river bank. I felt drained of all energy. I couldn’t stop my panting. Zurk ran to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, nodding. I looked at the body of the succubus. Her features were fast transforming. It was a minute before her features settled to that of a girl in her early twenties. Before I knew it, I was crying. I had killed the girl. 
 
    The girl began to disappear. First her body became translucent and then she was totally gone.  
 
    “Why are you crying?” Zurk asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. He wouldn’t understand. I looked at the spot where the girl’s body had been. I wondered when she had been turned into a succubus. Recently? A hundred years ago? Who knew? 
 
    “Was that a monster?” the other girl whom Zurk had helped asked me. 
 
    “A succubus,” I told her, “a monster of sorts, yes.” 
 
    “But succubi don’t appear in these parts, do they?” Zurk asked. 
 
    “This is the first one I am seeing here,” I said. “I hope it’s also the last one.” 
 
    Leaving the girl, Zurk and I waded the way back to our own side of the river. 
 
    “All this happened because I didn’t go with you, right?” Zurk asked. 
 
    “Nah,” I said, “it was good you stayed. The succubus was killed. Otherwise she would have roamed this place and maybe she would have attacked the other girl and turned her into a succubus as well. So it was ultimately for good.” 
 
    The rest of the day was a grim affair. The children at the orphanage weren’t very happy seeing we had only brought two fish. We told about the succubus to the authorities. They looked me up and down as if they didn’t believe I had tackled a succubus alone, even though they said they believed us. 
 
    But it was the night that was the worst part of that day. Once again the eerie sound was heard. The very one that Zurk and I had heard while we were at the river. And this time the sound persisted. It was so creepy that people came out of their houses, their hands over their ears in an attempt to keep the sound at bay. Chaos spread over our little town, which was usually quite peaceful. Children cried for the sound frightened them. I knew that bad days were coming. Deep inside I knew that the sound and the succubus were somehow related. 
 
    It was only at the break of the dawn that the sound ceased. People looked finally relieved that they no longer had to listen to it. All looked tired from the sleepless night. For a while the people stayed in the streets outside, but after sometime they went inside their homes, hoping to get a few hours’ worth of sleep before they got along with their daily chores. 
 
    I tossed and turned in my bed. I was very tired, yet no sleep came to me. 
 
    Then later on that day, towards the noon, some of the soldiers came to my house. Among them were some to whom Zurk and I had spoken about the succubus. 
 
    “You said you saw a succubus yesterday, didn’t you?” one of them queried. 
 
    “I did. I killed her, like I told you.” 
 
    The man scratched his beard. 
 
    “What if she comes again,” he said, as if he had not heard the second part of what I had said. 
 
    “She won’t,” I told him, “I killed her. But another succubus just might come. And one thing, yesterday just before I saw the Succubus, my friend Zurk and I heard the strange sound that we heard yesterday night. Only it didn’t last as long as it did during the night.” 
 
    “So you are saying the sound and the succubus may be related?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a shrug. I doubted though that it could be a coincidence. 
 
    Just then a soldier came running. He went to the higher ranked soldier and whispered something in his ears. The soldier seemed quite excited. 
 
    The higher ranked soldier scratched his hair. 
 
    “Great,” he said, “now a wizard has arrived to our town on an elephant. What more could we want?” 
 
    In a few minutes the entire town had gathered in the town square. The mayor was there, and with him was a wizard. The great elephant that had brought the wizard stood a few metres away from the two of them, flapping its massive ears to keep away the heat. Just behind the elephant’s head sat a mahout. Beside the elephant there stood what was the tallest white horse I had ever seen. 
 
    The mayor cleared his throat. He looked grim. He was a big-bellied good-natured man who was usually prone to cracking jokes, but today he didn’t seem like he was going to tell any joke. He seemed to have aged over the night. 
 
    “My good people,” he said. “We all heard the eerie sound that took over our town yesterday night. This good wizard here, who has travelled over a long distance to get to us, seems to know what the sound really is. He wants to help us. I will let him explain the matters to you himself.” 
 
    The mayor gestured the wizard to speak. 
 
    The wizard took a step forward and made a small bow to the people. He began to speak.  
 
    “The sound that you heard yesterday night was actually an echo of The Devil’s Song from a long time ago.” The people gasped at the name of the devil. “It is more or less a warning, an omen you can call it, of bad times that are forthcoming.” The wizard sighed as though he didn’t really want to break the news, “Yes, my friends, all of you are in for a bad time. That is how the nature of our world is. We constantly need to claim our world. Good times will only return after we win. I have been following the echoes of the song for a good while now, and believe me their intensity is only increasing.” 
 
    “You said we’ll need to win to get back our good times,” one person said and I realised it was none other than Zurk, who was among the people standing the nearest to the wizard. “How do we win?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I am here for,” the wizard said, “I know a ritual through which one of you, the fittest, will be selected. That person must journey to the stronghold of the succubi queen and bring her downfall.” 
 
    The mention of the word ‘Succubi’ sent a fresh wave of murmur rippling through the crowd. The mayor stepped forward, his lips pursed in a serious manner. 
 
    “Yes, my friends, I would have not wanted to tell this to you at all, but a succubus was sighted near our town yesterday.” And he stepped back, allowing the wizard to continue speaking. 
 
    “But let me tell you, while only one of you would go in search of the succubi queen, the strength of you all will be required in the ritual tonight. Only the most worthy person amongst you will be selected, and the person will be bestowed the ability to see their stats.” 
 
    “Like players?” one person asked. In this part of the Second World there were few players. As such the town comprised of NPCs and I was the only player who resided in it. It had taken me a while to get acceptance into the town. But in the Second World there wasn’t much distinction made between the life of a player and an NPC if you ignore the fact that the players could level up and be notified each time that happened. The NPCs did gain new levels and learnt new skills, but they were not notified like players, and they also couldn’t view their health, mana or strength and other attributes. NPCs were more or less like real world humans.  
 
    “Exactly,” the wizard said. “And your mayor has given me the permission to carry out the ritual as it is only for the best interests of the town. Tonight, we shall all gather here in this town square. You can disperse to your homes and deal with your daily chores for now. But when the sun sets be sure to come here, for it is for the protection of your town, your home.” 
 
    The people began to disperse. I waited for a while and met up with Zurk. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Zurk asked me as we made towards our homes. 
 
    “Whom?” 
 
    “The wizard obviously.” 
 
    “If the mayor does, the  I do,” I said. The mayor had ruled the place well for the past many decades. I was not very fond of the mayor’s son who tended to get too pompous sometimes, but the mayor was a good person and a wise leader. If he had allowed the wizard to organise the ritual then he had given much thought to it and he trusted the wizard. 
 
    “You know,” Zurk said, “what if the wizard was the one who brought the creepy sounds?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “You think too much Zurk,” I told him. “We’ll know soon anyway. If the ritual works that is.” 
 
      
 
    The people arrived at the town square even before the sun had set. The wizard and the mayor waited. Once the darkness had taken over, the wizard began to mumble a strange incantation. All other sounds died away and the people present became very quiet. Suddenly, the wizard let out a shout and at that very moment a flame burst into existence in his hands. It was a green flame and it was a big one, yet it did not cause any harm to its creator, the wizard. 
 
    “Every one,” the wizard instructed, “Please hold hands with the people that are besides you.” The wizard gestured to the mayor to join the crowd as well. The mayor came and stood next to his son and his brother and joined hands with them. 
 
    “The flame shall choose the saviour of this village,” the wizard said. And he began the strange incantation once more. To everyone’s awe, the flame left the hand of the wizard, and it came floating towards the crowd of people. While most were excited as the flame hovered over the heads of the individual people, there were some who let out frightened sounds. No wonder, how often do you see floating flames? It was something that had never occurred in this quiet part of the world. 
 
    After a matter of minutes, the flame came towards me and Zurk. It hovered over Zurk’s head. 
 
    “Is it deciding whether I am fit for the job?” Zurk said to me. 
 
    “Well, are you?” I asked him. 
 
    “To be honest, I am not sure,” Zurk said, looking with some fear at the flame over his head. “I am better at being a carpenter and at catching fish.” 
 
    The moment he said this, the flame left his head and then it came for me. The hair of my body stood on their ends. I prayed that the flame would pass over to the person next to me. I didn’t want to be a hero much as I wanted the well being of the town. The Succubi were at the centre of the problems and I had no wish of dealing with them. 
 
    My heart fell the more the flame lingered over my head. 
 
    “Please go,” I thought. 
 
    Instead of leaving, it descended down onto my body. Everyone around me gasped and the wizard clapped his hands. The fire wasn’t hot at all and it did no harm to my skin or to my clothes. But my heart was beating madly. I did not want to be the hero… please no! 
 
    “Our hero has been selected!” the wizard proclaimed. “Please, whoever you are do come forward.” 
 
    “Go!” Zurk whispered to me. The flames were burning all around me and he was trying hard to avoid any contact with them. 
 
    “Darn it,” I whispered. The crowd parted a way for me. I reluctantly placed one foot in front of the other and soon I reached the wizard. The wizard beamed brightly at me. He placed a hand on my shoulder and the moment he did so the flames vanished. 
 
    “The flames have made their decision,” he said to me, “and they have chosen you, my friend. But I know that you might not want to embark on this perilous quest. It is perfectly okay. I can ask the flames to choose another person, but that person would not be as worthy as you and might not be able to complete the quest. Still, I want the decision to be yours, for you have the right to decide. Do you want to be the hero?” 
 
    Of course, I didn’t. 
 
    I imagined telling that to the wizard. But I was pretty sure the consequence will be that the townsfolk would start to avoid all forms of contact with me and I would eventually have to leave the town. Declining to accept being the hero would be the same as saying that I had no love for the town and the people who lived in it. I reckoned I didn’t really have a choice. 
 
    I nodded at the wizard. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. The wizard’s beam grew and the crowd began to cheer. 
 
    “We always knew you had it in you!” someone cheered. While I knew that ultimately this was bad, still I couldn’t help but relish the jubilation of the crowd. 
 
    “So, I get to see my stats?” I asked the wizard. The wizard looked deep into my eyes, and his own eyes began to glow green as if he was seeing into my mind. 
 
    “You used to be able to see stats before?” the wizard asked. “Are you a player?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Interesting, but you chose to renounce the ability to see stats, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. There was no point in lying. 
 
    “Well, well,” the wizard said. “Could you please sit down on the ground? I will begin the next phase of the ritual in which you will receive the powers that will aid you in completing the quest. Once the quest is completed, if you choose, you can renounce these powers.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and I promptly sat down. The wizard began to move around me in circles, mumbling strange spells all the while. I felt myself get dizzy. The sounds of the crowd began to fade. My eyelids began to drop. Just before I fell asleep, I saw a strange aura rise from the crowd and channel towards me. 
 
    Then there was blackness. 
 
    When I opened my eyes next, I was still in the town square and I was still in a sitting up position. I rubbed my eyes, feeling like I had woken up from a very deep sleep. I felt a hand on my shoulder: the wizard’s. 
 
    “You can now get up, friend,” the wizard said to me. 
 
    I pushed myself up. 
 
    “Do you see anything different?” the wizard asked with a smile. 
 
    It was only then did I realise that my peripheral vision was filled with health, mana and strength bars, and icons that showed the accessories I had, the spells I knew (which were zero), the money I had (a small sum) and my level as well. I could also open a character sheet that contained all the information about me. With some effort I was able to will the bars and icons to vanish. And then I again willed them to reappear.  
 
    “I can see my stats,” I said to the wizard. 
 
    “He can see stats!” the wizard announced and the crowd cheered in excitement. 
 
    “You said I would need to travel to distant places,” I said to the wizard. “How will I know where to go?”  
 
    The wizard snapped his finger and the next moment a complete map of the Second World appeared in his hand. There were certain points in the map that were glowing magically. The wizard handed the map to me. I looked at the glowing points. Almost all of them were in the sub-continent, but each point was hundreds of kilometres away from the others. There was on particularly bright point to the north of the sub-continent, which I reckoned was more important than the other glowing points. 
 
    “Will I need to visit all of these points?” I asked the wizard. 
 
    “Yes,” the wizard said. “You must visit as many of them as you can. The big glowing spot is the main stronghold of the succubi queen, a place called Mount Succubus. Once you gather the knowledge on how to bring about the downfall of the succubi queen, you must go to Mount Succubus and face her. And yes, you don’t need to carry this map around in your hands.  You can absorb it into your mind!” 
 
    “How?” I asked. I had never done anything of the kind, not even in my times when I had access to my stats. Was it even possible? 
 
    “Just will it,” the wizard said. I did so. I couldn’t help but gasp as the map vanished in my hand. A notification appeared at the centre of my vision. It was a translucent message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have absorbed a map! 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The next moment a new icon appeared in the periphery of my vision with the letter ‘M’ on it. With merely the will of my mind I was able to open the icon, and the map appeared in my vision, showing all the glowing points, much like the real version which had existed in my hands just a few seconds back. I closed the map. 
 
    “When should I start on the journey?” I asked the wizard. 
 
    “Up to you,” the wizard said, “Now wouldn’t be a terrible time.” 
 
    I nodded. This quest needed to be completed as fast as possible. But I wouldn’t leave right now. I would spend a final night in my house. I had already accepted the trouble of being the hero, the guinea pig. If the townsfolk complained at me not leaving immediately, then damn them. 
 
    “I’ll leave tomorrow morning,” I said, and it was at that moment that I noticed the slightest quiver of disappointment in the wizard’s lip. But he nodded anyway. 
 
    “Well, then so be it.” 
 
    “Another thing,” I said, “will I be travelling by foot?” 
 
    The wizard shook his head and he let out a chuckle, as if I had asked him for a brass coin when he was prepared to give me a gold one. 
 
    “First by horse. Then… by something else.” 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 2: Ranik Gombal 
 
    I struggled to control my disappointment at the dinner table. My father, Mr. Mayor, kept shooting me looks every now and then and it was only irritating me further. 
 
    “I am done,” I said, getting up from my chair. I downed a glass of water. 
 
    “I see you don’t have much appetite today,” father said, observing the food on my plate which had barely been touched. 
 
    Enough. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell the wizard that I was the one suitable for the job?” I demanded to my father. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” my father said. “The flame chose him. Doesn’t matter what I tell the wizard.” 
 
    “You are the darned mayor,” I barked back. “You knew that the person who would be chosen would be given the ability to see stats. The wizard told that to you right after he met you.” 
 
    “I do not understand why you should be losing you head over this—” 
 
    “Father, you are the one who first told me about the existence of stats. It’s because of your words that I began to dream myself of possessing the ability to see my stats one day, of levelling up, getting loot and what not. It’s because of you that I dream of possessing power, and yet when the opportunity came along you didn’t even care to acknowledge the opportunity!” 
 
    My father shook his head. He seemed exasperated. He put a spoonful of rice into his mouth. I felt like he just wanted to show me how much he cared for me and my feelings… or how much he didn’t. 
 
    “You know, parents tell their kids a lot of stuff,” my father said, chewing, “ Some of the stuff they make up, the other stuff actually have their roots in reality. And about becoming powerful, haven’t I already told you that seeing ones stats is not necessary at all to become powerful? All the stats really do is allow you a quick method to observe how you have been performing. It might be that Lanak is a player and so the flames selected him. Maybe he can really save us from the bad things that are coming our way. But the ability to see stats as I have already said are just a little extra help, nothing more.” 
 
    “An extra help is a good thing, father,” I fumed. 
 
    “But you don’t need the extra help,” father said, “it’s not like you can’t level up and gain new skills. We just don’t receive notifications whenever that happens to us. Why don’t you understand that? Having the ability to see stats and not having it is more or less the same thing.” 
 
    “It’s always the players who get to play, isn’t it, father?” I said. Without waiting for any response for him, I marched away to my room. I slammed the door and plopped down on my bed. I gritted my teeth and looked at the stars in the sky outside through the window. 
 
    I wanted to hit something. To break things. I wanted an outlet for my anger. 
 
    But I would not give myself an outlet for my anger. I would use my anger to fuel myself. Through the window, I could see the guest house about two hundred metres away from our mansion where the wizard and the mahout were staying. The lights were off there and I reckoned the two of them had gone to sleep. The silhouette of the big elephant was very much visible even in the darkness, and it was sitting on the ground just in front of the guest house. 
 
    Tomorrow, I shall demand the wizard to give me the power to see stats. If he can give it to Lanak, then he could give it to me. I was the mayor’s son after all. If he turned me down, it would be rude. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes as tears wormed down the side of my temples. My father had always stopped me from doing anything through which I could prove myself. I was doubtful he would even allow me to become the next mayor. He would always tell me ‘a ruler understands his people’.  
 
    Nonsense. 
 
    A ruler understood power. People were just an element that reacted when power was subjected to them. 
 
    As for our blasted town, I would take the place to newer heights. I would found a kingdom of my own. I would take all nearby villages under my command. If they resisted then they would pay. This town would be the capital of my kingdom. 
 
    I had no intention of dying without doing something big. 
 
    And for that I needed the ability to see stats that father so easily dismissed as useless. Stats would allow me to know if doing something was wise or not. Stats were a plus point, in contrast to what father had said. Having the ability to see stats and not having it was not the same.  
 
    I shot a fist into the air. 
 
    Nobody shall stop me from doing what I wanted to do. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Lanak Tanor 
 
    It was the best sleep I had had in a long while. I had never thought my creaky, moth-eaten bed could be so comfortable. But the knowledge that I was not going to be lying down on it for a long time somehow softened the bed to an astounding degree. 
 
    Once awake, I sat up and looked about my room. My house consisted of only three rooms. My carpentry instruments were strewn about the place. I had never really thought much about my home, even though I had spent decades ever since I had given up being a succubi tamer. 
 
    After half-an-hour the wizard arrived and with him came a small crowd of people. Zurk came as well to bid me farewell.  
 
    “I’ll miss the fishing trips,” I told him. 
 
    “Not the last one though,” Zurk said somewhat darkly, “but you can miss the ones before that.” 
 
    The wizard had brought a horse along as well. It was the same one I had seen the previous day. It was a majestic creature. But looking at the eyes of the beast I felt like there was something very wild about it. I wondered if the horse would be a good ride. 
 
    “I hope you had a good night,” the wizard said to me. Yesterday night, the wizard had seemed to have a kind face. But today in full light, he seemed less kind to me. 
 
    “I had a great night,” I told him. 
 
    “His name is Bagh,” the wizard said, patting the horse. “He knows the exact location of the… vehicle which would help you cross the great distances in a relatively short amount of time.” 
 
    With some help of the wizard I mounted the horse. It really was a tall beast and I felt like I was sitting on a great platform above everybody else. Without any word or action from me, Bagh began to move at his own. He went at a relaxed pace. The wizard and the townsfolk followed me to the gate of the village. I waved back at them all as I exited the gate, and then I looked back no more. 
 
    Bagh increased his speed, breaking into a gallop. 
 
    I rubbed Bagh’s neck to bond with him better. I wanted to be on good terms with him after all. But he shook his neck, seemingly irritated and I decided it was a better idea just to sit and wait for him to deliver me to the location of the said vehicle. 
 
    The morning soon became noon. The mid-day sun beat down hard on me. Sweat dripped from my nose and I wished Bagh would stop, so that we could take some rest in the shade of some tree. But the beast just kept moving, unaffected by the sun. When I checked my stats I saw that my strength level was falling. I finally decided I needed to be the boss of the situation. 
 
    “Stop, Bagh,” I ordered. I would have pulled the reigns, had they even been there. A vocal order didn’t seem enough to stop the animal. 
 
    “Stop, Bagh,” I said again and this time I softly kicked his sides. Bagh turned his head around at me. He didn’t look happy. I glared at him. 
 
    “It’s important for the quest,” I said. And I meant it. I needed my strength for the quest, right? 
 
    Bagh turned his head forward and kept moving. I was struggling to believe that he was totally ignoring me when he suddenly stopped. I waited a second to see what Bagh would do next. But he just kept standing. I jumped down from Bagh’s back reckoning it was safe to do so. 
 
    I went and sat down at the foot of a big tree. The shade felt like a soothing balm. The wind blew and I absolutely cherished the cool air. Bagh however remained standing in the sun. 
 
    “Come to the shade,” I said to him. “It feels great here.” 
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    Fine, I thought. If he didn’t want to rest, I didn’t care. 
 
    I took out my water bag and took a few gulps. Suddenly a fruit landed on my lap, falling from the top of the tree. I looked up to see some squirrels at the top. 
 
    “Thanks!” I said to them and took a bite of the fruit. It was fresh. Once done, I rested my head against the trunk of the tree and I closed my eyes. I dozed off. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, I realised to my horror that there was no Bagh. I stood up, my heart beating fast.  
 
    “Bagh!” I called out. Did he just leave me? Wasn’t it his job to take me to the vehicle? I cursed myself. I had totally trusted the horse, even though I had not liked his behaviour. I had never come this far from the town in this direction, and I didn’t know now if I could make my way back to it. 
 
    Then a thought clicked in my head. 
 
    The map. 
 
    I quickly opened the map. It came to little use however. It didn’t show the location of the town although it did show my own location, which wasn’t that helpful. And when I tried to zoom into the map to get a better idea of my own location, the map turned to meaningless pixels.  
 
    Great. 
 
    And then my ears caught a sound behind me. A sound of movement. I turned, almost knowing it would be Bagh. Instead, I saw three men. 
 
    They were wielding swords. 
 
    It was quite clear that they were bandits. 
 
    One licked his lips. 
 
    “Hey, old man,” he said to me. The bandit had a goatee. He looked like one filthy bastard. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. I fought to hide the fear in my voice. 
 
    “Anything and everything you have,” the man said. 
 
    “I just have a water bag and some dried meat. Nothing else.” 
 
    “No money?” one of the other bandits asked. He had a clean shaven head. 
 
    The third bandit laughed. He was a skinny kid who seemed to have aged prematurely. 
 
    “Only an idiot would travel without money!” 
 
    “I do have money,” I said. “But just a few coins.” 
 
    I really missed my dagger. I had lost it in the river the other day. Darn it. I should have at least brought some other weapon. What had I thought the quest to be? A kid’s adventure? 
 
    “Few coins are better than no coins,” the kid said, flashing yellow teeth. 
 
    It was at that moment when an unknown sense of determination came to me. Perhaps it was the sheer instinct to survive for I knew that the bandits were never going to let me go even if I gave them everything I currently had. Perhaps it was a remnant from my time as a succubi tamer when I had singlehandedly tackled down groups of succubi, sometimes with little more than my bare hands. 
 
    The element of surprise… 
 
    Yes, that’s what I needed to use right now. Anything to put the bandits off guard. I would either run or kill them with their own weapons. 
 
    “Fine,” I said to the bandits. 
 
    I took my bag into my hands.  
 
    The bandit with the goatee extended his hand, though I knew he would stab me with the sword in his other hand the moment his fingers touched my bag.  
 
    Instead of giving him my bag, I flung it. The bag sailed over the heads of the bandits. As they looked up, I decided that fleeing from them would do no good as they would still pursue me, and without the horse I would have a hard time getting away from them. In two seconds I decided that I was going for the kill. 
 
    The eyes of the bandits were fixed on the bag as it flew over their heads. I took a quick step forward and before any of the bastards could realise what I was doing, I wrenched the sword from the hand of the man with the goatee. By the time my bag had landed in the bushes behind the bandits, I had already sliced the throat of the man with the goatee. 
 
    He fell to the ground, grabbing his throat, even as gore leaked out of it. It was a pitiful sight as he struggled on the ground. In a few moments he stopped all movement. His two friends fell on their knees beside him. 
 
    “No!” they cried, “Brother, you can’t die!” 
 
    The two remaining bandits snarled at me. There was sheer venom in their eyes. For a moment paralysing fear took over my core. Even if there had been some chance of the bandits letting me go had I given them my bag peacefully, now I knew that the two wouldn’t rest without killing me. 
 
    Unless I killed them. 
 
    The skinny kid came running at me with his sword. He was strong despite his size and as our swords met, I could feel the intensity of his strength, and I had to back a few steps. 
 
    He didn’t wait even a second and swung his sword again at me. At the same time the other bandit ran behind me. I wasn’t sure what to do, and in a bid to save myself from the swords coming in from both sides, I ducked. The result was that the skinny bandit, overcome with his own inertia, tripped over me and his head collided with the head of the other bandit.  
 
    I quickly sprang back to my feet, and watched as the two bandits fell down. This was my chance to run, I thought. I didn’t really want to kill the bandits. But I knew that they would pursue me and if they ever found me sleeping in the open at night they would be sure to slit my throat. No, I didn’t have the luxury of mercy. 
 
    The kill was quick. 
 
    I pounced upon the fallen bandits. I stabbed the kid in the neck and he gargled in his own blood and died soon after. The stouter bandit grabbed my leg and gave me a pull, trying to throw me off my feet. I did fall. But by sheer luck I fell with the tip of my sword pointed at his face. The sword pierced into his eye, and he cried out. I took the chance and slit his throat and soon he was lying dead as well. 
 
    I stood up, panting. 
 
    Four killed in the span of two days. Three bandits and a succubus. 
 
    While I regretted the death of the succubus, for she was just a girl under an evil spell ultimately, I didn’t give a shit about the deaths of the bandits. They should have found a better way to make a living instead of killing and robbing innocent travellers.  
 
    Subconsciously, I began to walk away from the corpses of the bandits. Then I remembered my bag. I quickly went back and picked it up. The first bandit that I had killed still lay near it, his listless eyes staring at me. I didn’t like the look on his face at all, and I bent and closed his eyes. Then I went over to the other bandits and closed their eyes as well. 
 
    I picked up the swords of all the bandits. I reckoned they would come in handy if a similar situation awaited me in the future. But the swords could just not be put inside the bag. Wait a minute. 
 
    I held the swords in my hands and then I willed them into my mind. It worked! 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have absorbed two swords! 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The swords disappeared from my hands and they appeared as icons in my peripheral vision. Over the years I had gotten too used to carrying things around in my hands. All the same, I did feel a bit of mental weight because of the swords. But that couldn’t be avoided. 
 
    I pondered over my next course of action. Should I continue travelling towards the nearest glowing spot? That was the rational thing to do, since I didn’t know if I could find my way back to the town. 
 
    Mere moments later however, I heard a neigh. 
 
    Bagh appeared from behind a number of trees. 
 
    “Ah, so there you are,” I said. “Leave me when trouble comes and come back when the trouble’s gone, eh?” 
 
    Bagh made a face that I knew was a glare. I guess I had gone too sarcastic with my comment. But Bagh came and stood next to me as if he wanted me to climb onto him. 
 
    I grimaced. I hated the beast. But I still did need him. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. With some effort I hauled myself onto his back. 
 
    For the next few hours we travelled. I didn’t ask Bagh to stop anywhere, although after a time I was having a serious ache in my back from all the sitting. I could see my health and my strength decline slowly. I hoped a night of proper rest would get back the levels up. At least that was how it used to be in the days before I had renounced the ability to see stats. 
 
    We reached a dryer place. I had never travelled in this direction before and I couldn’t believe that in just a day’s ride from our green town, a place could exist that was almost a desert. The trees were bare and skinny and there were only a handful of them. The terrain was rocky. Once in a while dust would blow with the wind and I would have to cover my face to avoid the dust from entering my nose and eyes. 
 
    It was about an hour after the sun had set that Bagh abruptly came to a stop. I had only been thinking to tell him we had travelled enough for the day and was pleasantly surprised with his behaviour. 
 
    “What, so you are finally tired of travelling too?” I asked him. “Do you have any idea how bad by butt is aching?” Bagh began to make snorting sounds as if he wanted me to get down. I happily jumped to the ground. I stretched myself. It felt so good. 
 
    I heard some sounds and turned to see the horse begin to move some small stones from the ground. Did he mean to eat those? I shrugged and decided to leave Bagh to his business. I meanwhile searched for anything dry that I could use to make a fire with. It wasn’t hard as there were plenty of dead shrubs and bushes and the occasional branch lay on the ground as well. 
 
    I materialized two of the swords that I had taken from the bandits and hitting one against the other over the heap of dried plant remains, I was able to create sparks and soon I had a fire going. After the sun had set, the heat had almost entirely gone. Heck, I was feeling cold now. The horse, meanwhile was still busy with his stones. I took out some of the dried meat that I had brought along and chewed on it. The dried meat would last me barely a day or two more and then I would have to catch game if I wanted to eat. 
 
    As I was chewing, there was a sudden flare of light from the place from which Bagh was moving the stones. I nearly choked on the meat and I had to drink water to calm down my throat. 
 
    I sprang to my feet and went over to the spot. Bagh promptly moved away as if he wanted me to take a closer move. The flare of light occurred again. I saw what was creating it. A spherical orb of sorts., the size of a foot ball. It was metallic. I bent and picked it up in my hand. 
 
    I looked at Bagh.  
 
    “You know what this is?” I asked. As if in response, he neighed. 
 
    There was what appeared to be a button on one side of the orb. I looked at Bagh, not knowing if I should press it. Bagh neighed again. 
 
    I pressed the button. 
 
    The moment I did so the orb doubled in size. The next moment it quadrupled in size and became so heavy that I had to let it fall to the ground. And the orb just kept getting bigger, so that both Bagh and I had to move away. 
 
    Within a minute, the orb had achieved its ultimate size, and ceased to become any bigger. It was now the size of my house back in the town! 
 
    “What the hell is this?” I asked Bagh. 
 
    Bagh turned around and he galloped away, back along the way that we had come. 
 
    Great. 
 
     Now I was abandoned in the middle of a desert-like place with my only companion being a giant metallic sphere that I had no idea what to do with. 
 
    Wait a moment. 
 
    The wizard had said that Bagh would get me to the ‘vehicle’ which could get me from one place to another much quicker. Bagh’s job was done so he had gone back to his master. So this giant sphere had to be… 
 
    I scratched my chin and moved round the sphere in circles. The button was still there on one of its sides, except it was a lot bigger now. Then I noticed what I reckoned was a small handle on one side of the button. I had not noticed it earlier as it had been too tiny to observe. 
 
    I grabbed the handle, and I pulled. 
 
    The button opened, almost like a lid, revealing a hole in the sphere. I could look inside the sphere through the hole. It was pitch black, but I knew that it was hollow. 
 
    I put my head inside the sphere. Immediately claustrophobia caught me. 
 
    The fire I had created was still burning. I went to it and brought a burning stick along and tried to look inside the sphere. It only illuminated a small part of the sphere, but it was enough to show that there were several lever-like sticks at certain points all about the inside of the sphere. 
 
    The lever-like sticks took me back to a different time when I used to drive cars. The claustrophobia left. I threw away the burning stick and then with much effort I was able to enter the sphere. Once inside I grabbed one of the levers and I moved it. After all, what could go wrong? 
 
    The next moment, the lid of the sphere snapped shut, and I was stuck in total darkness. 
 
    “No!” I cried. I didn’t want to be trapped in a hollow sphere forever! 
 
    I hurried towards the place where I believed the lid was. Instead I tripped on what must have been another lever. I fell face first, my head hitting another lever in the process and turning it. Immediately, the sphere became illuminated in a greenish light that was very cool and relaxing to my eyes. I rubbed my head and groaned as I got back up to my feet. 
 
    My eyes fell on what was a chair… no, a throne! It was located at the centre of the sphere. I hobbled to it and sat down. It was a huge contrast to sitting on Bagh’s bony back. The seat had a cushion which made me feel like I was floating.  
 
    There was a board on the part of the sphere that faced the seat. The board was filled with all sorts of levers and buttons. And at the centre of it was the imprint of a hand. 
 
    Curious, I placed by right hand over the imprint. Immediately a notification popped up in my vision. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You are in the Sphere! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to control the movement of the Sphere with your mind or would you like to use the levers, buttons and the levers? 
    
  Note that using your mind to control the Sphere would consume a percentage of your mana and your strength at an hourly rate. It can also make you feel mentally depleted on occasions. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Still, the decision was easy. I went with controlling the Sphere with my mind. The next moment, all the levers, and buttons disappeared magically, emptying a lot of space. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to use the windshield? 
    
  Yes/No? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I selected ‘Yes’. Suddenly, the part of the Sphere that had the control board became absolutely transparent, such that I could easily see what was in the outside of the Sphere. 
 
    Yet another pop-up appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  To move the Sphere in any direction that pleases you, just will it to move. The Sphere can fly, move on land and even move on water. But be sure to close the lid tightly before you use the Sphere to go into a water body. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
     Of course, I decided to fly the Sphere. I was getting a feeling that coming for this quest was not going to be that bad a decision after all. 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 4: Ranik Gombal 
 
    It was clear from the wizard’s face that he didn’t want to deal with me. 
 
    “Give it to me,” I said. It was the first time in the whole day that I had been able to corner the wizard. That no one else was in the guest house was a major benefit for me. 
 
    “Look,” the wizard said, holding up his hands. “I cannot just give the power to see stats to you. You must understand.” 
 
    “You are a wizard,” I said, “and from the grey of your beard I know that you have mastered a few too many spells.” 
 
    “Magic is not so simple my friend,” the wizard said. 
 
    “I am the future mayor of this town,” I said and I made sure that there was a certain amount of credibility in my voice though deep inside I had doubts my father would ever make me a mayor. “There will be times when you would need to come to this town in the future.” 
 
    That was just a statement. I knew without a doubt that the wizard had not simply come to the town without any secret agenda of his. Why would he simply travel hundreds and thousands of miles just so he can save our little town? 
 
    The wizard ran a hand down his beard in thought. I knew at that instant that I had caught something here. 
 
    “In our town,” I continued, “successors are selected based on birthright. I do not have any siblings.” 
 
    It was at that moment that the wizard looked directly into my eye. A smile crept up his lips. There was something frightening about it, yet I knew that his smile contained endless opportunities. That smile was so unlike the pervious smiles that I had seen him adorn. 
 
    “I cannot give you the power to see stats,” the wizard said. My heart fell, yet I felt like the wizard wasn’t done speaking, “you are not a player and on top of that I do not have the means to give the power to see stats to you. However, I can aid you in gaining the power to see stats.” 
 
    “And how will that be?” I asked. 
 
    “I will tell you,” the wizard said, “but this will be a business deal. And I shall tell it to you only once you agree to do something. Something that you cannot revert.” 
 
    “Well, go on then,” I said, “tell me whatever you want me to do.” The wizard in front of me was appeared so much at a contrast to the person I had thought him to be. 
 
    The wizard shook his head. 
 
    “First I want your promise that you will do what I ask of you,” the wizard said “and I want you to sign it in your blood. Like I said, it cannot be reverted at any costs.” 
 
    I thought over it. I wanted to possess the ability to see my stats any time I wished, yet my heart quivered. A contract signed in blood. I feared it will have consequences. 
 
    The wizard smiled. The candle flickering threw a very devious look on him. Suddenly, I was afraid. 
 
    “It’s okay if you… let’s say don’t have the guts…sorry, will to sign the contract,” the wizard said. “But know that without signing it, I cannot help you.” 
 
    I felt a chill catch me. Should I let this opportunity go? I didn’t know when I would have the chance to speak to the wizard again. He could leave the town as suddenly as he had come. 
 
    I swallowed. I was a man. I would act like one. 
 
    “I will sign it,” I said, “I am ready to do whatever you want me to.” 
 
    “Great!” the wizard said. He beckoned me over to a table. Then he snapped his fingers. The next moment a parchment and an accompanying quill had appeared in his hand. There was no ink. The tip of the quill was quite pointy. 
 
    Words in a very fine handwriting appeared on their own on the parchment. The words were in a strange language I did not understand.  
 
    There was a blank space at the very bottom of the text. 
 
    “Sign here,” the wizard said, placing a finger over the blank space.  
 
    I nodded. I took the quill. My hands shivered. I had never really inflicted any kind of injury big or small to myself. I made up my guts and pressed the sharp tip against the skin of my thumb. Fresh blood leaked out. 
 
    “Bravo!” the wizard said. I dipped the quill in my own blood, and then I signed the parchment. The moment I did so the quill and the parchment disappeared. A green light appeared all around me and then it was gone. I wiped the blood oozing from my thumb on my coat. It stung. 
 
    “So what do you want me to do?” I asked the wizard. 
 
    The wizard began to stroll about the room in a very relaxed manner. He gestured at a table. 
 
    “Do have a seat. It’s your guest house after all.” 
 
    I went and sat down on the chair. 
 
    “I am listening,” I said. 
 
    “In the brief conversations that I have had with your father, the mayor,” the wizard said and clapped his hands so that a tobacco pipe appeared. He began to take deep pulls of the pipe. The he coughed and continued, “I have come to realise that your father is a very sincere person. A person who loves his town, a person who loves his family… a person who loves his son.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with what you want me to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Everything,” the wizard said, shooting me a look from the corner of his eyes, before resuming to smoke, “I have realised that he would make you his successor.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that obvious?” I said. 
 
    “Remember, my friend, he does have the power to make someone else the next mayor, if he sees the person to be more worthy of the task than you. But I have seen that your father’s love for you is much greater than your father’s love for the town.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” I demanded. Was he saying that I could not be a good ruler of the town? 
 
    “Nah, do not take it too personally,” the wizard reassured. “Anyway, it is quite definite that you are going to be the next mayor. So what I want you to do once you become the next mayor is to give the position of mayor to me.” 
 
    My guts did a somersault. How dare the wizard demand that? 
 
    I shot him a glare. I stood to my feet in my anger. 
 
    The wizard raised his palms at me in a submissive manner. 
 
    “You said you wanted the power of to see stats,” he said. 
 
    “But I didn’t say I was willing to give up the town to you! You can ask me anything else you want but the town.” 
 
    The wizard came over to me. He placed his hands on my shoulder and pushed me down to the chair. He leaned in close to my ears. 
 
    “One thing I must make clear to you,” he whispered. There was something in his voice that chilled my insides, “You have already given me the town. That is, you have already made the payment in this little business deal of ours.” 
 
    He took a few steps back, such that he was facing me. He placed a hand on his chest and made a small bow. 
 
    “And only my part of the business deal remains to be done. I am going to give you the method  using which you can ultimately gain access to stats despite being a so-called ‘NPC’.” 
 
    I was thinking fast. Was the wizard tricking me? Well, if he actually got me a step closer to seeing stats, then he should be, right? That was the deal after all. As for the town… wouldn’t I be able to conquer thousands of towns like this one if I gained the ability to see stats? 
 
    “You are thinking too much, my friend,” the wizard said, observing me. “But I respect the fact that you are thinking. You made a very courageous decision today. But as I have said, you have already made the payment, and the thinking in truth is… unnecessary. Just a burden on your mind, especially considering that in this little business deal of ours there are no refunds. So, why don’t you just accept the commodity you have purchased and enjoy it and profit out of it?” 
 
    With some hesitation, I made a small nod. 
 
    “Now that’s more like it!” the wizard said with a wide grin. He began to rub his hands in a very complicated manner. Sparks began to fly out of his palms. 
 
    “Get me a paper please,” the wizard said, “I can conjure one myself but it’s a bit tough while doing a very complicated spell.” 
 
    I grabbed one of the books on the table nearby and tore a page out of it. 
 
    “Hold the paper steady,” the wizard said. His hands were moving very fast now and more and more sparks were coming out. Then he suddenly came near to the paper, ceasing all movements with his hands, holding them together as though he had something very precious in between them. 
 
    He separated his hands over the paper. Sand fell from his hands, forming a small mountain on the paper.  
 
    The sand was glowing green. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked, looking at the glowing sand with awe, but it was fast losing the glow. 
 
    “Traveller’s sand, also known as Traveller’s powder,” the wizard said, “a very special commodity.” 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Lana 
 
    “Wow,” I said to my sister, Binni, “what are you applying to your face these days?” 
 
    Binni looked away. 
 
    “Nothing special,” she said shyly. 
 
    I had been observing Binni for the past few days. Her face seemed to have a special kind of glow. What more, I had seen some of my friends acquire the glowing look as well. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “it’s good to share. I am your sister after all.” 
 
    But Binni didn’t respond. She went over to the other room without a word in a very shy manner. I shrugged. I reckoned I didn’t need it. I had always been more or less a tomboy. I did like bracelets though, which was perhaps the only thing feminine about me. Bracelets of all colours. I just couldn’t resist them and my mother often scolded me for I bought so many of them. 
 
    It was evening. I had spent almost the entire day in the house and I needed some fresh air. I decided to go out on a stroll.  
 
    “I’ll be back in a short while,” I told my mother. 
 
    Outside, in the streets, I saw many of the women and the girls having the glowing look I had seen on Binni. I wasn’t really jealous of them. But I didn’t understand why they didn’t share the secret. I had asked one of my other friends yesterday about it and, like Binni, she had also avoided the answer. 
 
    Hands in my pockets, I strolled about the streets. The sun had set only a short time ago and the sky in the west was a mesmerizing mix of colours. Oh, I wished if I had lived in a smaller town. A village would have been even better. I was getting tired of living in the same place. 
 
    In a matter of minutes I arrived at Mowa’s house. I realised my legs had decided early on that this was my destination. Mowa was more or less my best chum. My mother thought he was my boyfriend or something like that, and she would become rather quiet whenever he visited our house, which was often. But no, Mowa and I were strictly friends. A relationship was the last thing either of us wanted to get into. Mowa said love was boring. I absolutely agreed with him. 
 
    “Hey Mowa!” I called from below. His room was upstairs, and the window was ajar. Mowa’s head appeared at the window. He seemed a bit irritated, but seeing me his expressions softened. 
 
    “Oh, I see, it’s you,” Mowa said. “I am alone in the house. Hey, why don’t you come upstairs? I am doing something cool.” 
 
    When Mowa said he was doing something cool, I knew he wasn’t kidding. Excited, I entered his home and ran up the stairs. Mowa was sitting on the floor of his room. There was a metal tray in front of him. 
 
    He had a fire going in the metal tray. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I said, running a hand down my hair. Mowa was crazy, but this was the first time I was seeing him light a fire inside his own room. What if the fire somehow spread to the bed or the curtains? That would absolutely suck. 
 
    Mowa grinned. 
 
    “It’s an experiment,” Mowa said. I went and squatted down next to the fire. I realised Mowa had placed a small metal bowl on the fire. The bowl contained what seemed to be a pill that was beginning to fizzle because of the heat. 
 
    “You know, recently, girls in our town are…” Mowa scratched his small beard, looking up in thought at the ceiling, “becoming more and more attractive really. And they seem to have this special glow.” 
 
    “Not all girls,” I said. Often times I needed to remind Mowa that I was actually a girl. 
 
    “Not all, but quite a few.” 
 
    “But what has that got to do with this experiment?” I asked. 
 
    “This pill might be the reason behind that,” Mowa replied. 
 
    I raised a brow. 
 
    “You know,” Mowa continued, a sly grin coming over his face, “I managed to take one of those ‘glowing girls’ out to eat, no not because I was interested in her, but because I wanted to find the secret. And she gave me this pill and she said it was the reason behind her new appearance.” 
 
    “My sister seems to have started ‘glowing’ as well,” I said, “I asked her about it, but she avoided me.” 
 
    “Well, this girl avoided my question as well,” I said, “but I persisted and she eventually told about the pill to me.” 
 
    “Anyway, what are you exactly doing to the pill?” I asked. “What’s the point of heating it?” 
 
    A dark shadow came over Mowa’s face. 
 
    “First it was for fun,” he said, dropping his voice almost to a whisper, “but then I realised that I could actually find out if the pill contains any magic, or if it is simply made from powered herbs.” 
 
    “Just by heating?” 
 
    “Yes. I learnt about it a good while back from an alchemist,” Mowa said, “If black fumes together with sparks of green come out from the pill then there is a good chance that the pill contains magic. Black magic to be precise.” 
 
    “So did that happen with this pill?” I asked. My heart was beginning to pick up pace. If the pill indeed had been created with black magic, then I would definitely not want my sister to be taking the pills, wherever she was acquiring them from. 
 
    “Initially, the pill did fume and black smoke came out,” Mowa said, “but so far the green sparks are missing—” 
 
    Barely had Mowa spoken when a funny sound of gas being released came from the bowl. Moments later, dark smoke began to come out of the pill as it completely disintegrated. The smoke had sparks of green. The moment the smoke touched my nostrils, I was caught by a bout of coughing. Even Mowa was coughing like mad. The pill was small but the amount of smoke it was producing was not. Mowa grabbed me by the neck and pulled me to the window. The fresh air was a great relief to my lungs. Mowa threw the curtains wide, allowing the smoke to escape out. 
 
    “Everything all right?” one neighbour asked Mowa from below. 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine,” Mowa replied back, “just a cooking gone wrong.” 
 
    It was a full ten minutes before all the smoke was out. Only then could the two of us sit down and realise what we had discovered. 
 
    “Are you sure the green sparks mean black magic?” I asked with much concern. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as if bad things would be happening soon. 
 
    Mowa nodded. He was very grim. 
 
    “The alchemist had told me about that, and also I had read about it in a book from the town library. You know there are plenty of books in the town library concerned with magic. They are all covered with cobwebs. I reckon I am the only one reading them in decades if not centuries.” 
 
    I caught my hair with my hands. 
 
    “I am worried about Binni,” I said. “What can we do about this problem? Tell the authorities about the problem? Who are selling the pills anyway?” 
 
    “The girl never told that to me,” Mowa said, “she was ready to give me the pill. But she was just not ready to give up who gave her the pill.” 
 
    I stood up and began to pace the room. 
 
    “So many girls and women have taken this pill,” I said. 
 
    “I think we must investigate,” Mowa said. There was determination in his voice. “Even if we do tell the authorities they might take a long while to do anything about the problem.” 
 
    “Are you sure the green sparks mean black magic?” I asked the question all over again. Mowa shook his head, grimacing. 
 
    “I am absolutely sure,” he replied and from the way he looked I knew that he was sure. “You know what, go back to your house now. You have been here for long. If possible ask your sister from where she got the pill. But don’t pressure her too much. The girl I got the pill from became angry when I asked too much about it. Meanwhile, I will try to find out more about this on my own.” 
 
    I nodded. In fifteen minutes, I was back in my home. My home felt so different now. The last time I had been here, I had been more or less jealous of Binni. Now I was shit worried. I wished I had not gone out on the stroll. But then, ultimately it was good that I knew about the pill. Over dinner I asked Binni again about her new radiance. But she just avoided the question. Eventually I told her I had come to know about the new pill in the town. I was surprised when she glared at me when I told this to her. But later on that night, just as I was preparing to go to sleep, my mind clouded with thoughts, Binni came to my room. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    I forced a smile onto my face. 
 
    “I thought you already went to sleep,” I said. 
 
    Binni looked a bit uneasy. I realised she was trying rather hard to keep her face away from the candle. I caught her eyes… they were a bit too black. The glow she had earlier was more or less gone as well. She also was standing in a slightly hunched manner, though she normally stood straight. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked her, pulling the sheet over myself, settling down cosily on the bed. It was just an attempt to prevent Binni from thinking I knew something was off about her. 
 
    “You know, you were asking about the pill…” Binni said. 
 
    “You have one for me?” I said with false excitement. “You know, everyone thinks I am a tomboy or something. A little glow might go a long way to attract the boys, what do you say?” 
 
    Binni came over and sat on the edge of my bed. 
 
    She clasped my hand with her own. Her hands were cold… a bit too cold for the warm night. 
 
    “You will get the pill,” she said with a smile. And then she stood up and left, closing the door behind her. I remained staring at the empty space. I prayed everything was all right with Binni… though I was well aware that it wasn’t. 
 
    *** 
 
    I woke up with a start. It was already morning. I didn’t know when I had fallen asleep yesterday night, lost in thoughts about Binni and the pill.  
 
    I had had the weirdest of dreams. I had dreamt of a strange woman. She was exceedingly beautiful. But unlike a normal woman, she had horns on her head and a pair of wings on her back. Heck, she had even had a slim tail with a tip like an arrow-head. In my dream I had seen her lead me to a particular shop in the other end of the town. The shop had been filled with pills. The woman had whispered in my ear, her voice soft and attractive, but with the slightest edge of menace to it. The woman had promised me of boundless beauty for an endless period of time. 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    I had to tell about the shop to Mowa. I was pretty sure I had actually seen it in my last visit to the other end of the town, which had been a few days ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    “A dream?” Mowa said. I had rushed to his house right after a quick breakfast. My mother and Binni were still asleep in their rooms when I had left. Even Mowa had been asleep and it had taken much banging on his door to wake him up and to get him to come down. Mowa presently didn’t look very convinced at all even as he yawned. 
 
    “It felt real,” I said.  
 
    Mowa shrugged, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “I had a dream too. About me getting a bag full of gold. The gold felt real, I can still feel the touch of gold on my hands.” 
 
    I glared at Mowa. It took him a moment to realise that I was glaring at him. Only then did he look like he had come back to his senses. He raised a finger at me in determination. 
 
    “We are going to that shop right now,” he said. 
 
    Mowa ran inside his house and he appeared again a moment later wearing a coat. We took a carriage to the other side of the town. Our town was quite big and we didn’t want to waste precious time.  
 
    “So which one?” Mowa asked, after we had reached the part of the town which I had seen in my dream. Luckily the dream was still fresh in my mind’s eye and it was easy for me to spot the small shop where the beautiful woman had led me to. We went near to the shop. 
 
    “Let’s enter it then?” Mowa said. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said. I had a feeling the two of us were taking a dive into a sea of danger. “For Binni.” 
 
    “And the other chicks as well.” 
 
    We pushed the curtain of shop and we entered. A woman was sitting behind a table, not doing anything. She had quite a few boxes on the table. As she looked up at us, I realised that she was the exact same woman I had seen in my dream. Only she didn’t have the horns or the wings or the tail. Her hair was also tied in a very different… less seductive manner. 
 
    Mowa extended a hand. 
 
    “Heelooo,” he said to the woman. The woman took his hand and shook it for a rather long time.  
 
    “Anything I can help you with?” the woman said to Mowa, glancing at me at the same time. 
 
    Mowa let out a small laugh. 
 
    “I am sorry, but I must say, you are really beautiful,” he said to the woman. Considering the seriousness of our task and the possibility that the woman could be associated with black magic, I hadn’t expected Mowa to say anything so trivial. The woman blushed. 
 
    “Thanks, sir.” 
 
    Black magic… 
 
    The two words revolved around in my head. 
 
    “Um,” I raised my voice, grabbing Mowa’s arm, “we’ll come back in just a minute,” I said to the woman, who looked at me confusedly. I took Mowa out of the shop. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Mowa asked me. “She was one beautiful woman. I really wanted to talk with her.” I slapped Mowa lightly on the cheek, so that he looked offended. 
 
    “I have a hunch that you should stay outside,” I told him. “Come in only if I tell you too. And sorry for that.” I gave him a meaningful look and then I re-entered the shop. 
 
    The woman inside was not smiling as much this time. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked me. Her words were not exactly warm. 
 
    “A pill,” I said to her, meeting her in the eye. She smiled immediately. 
 
    “Oh, I have plenty of those!” She opened one of the boxes, took a pill from it and handed it to me. 
 
    I looked at it. It appeared to be the same one that Mowa had destroyed in his house. 
 
    “How much does this cost?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s free,” the woman said. All the coldness seemed to have gone from her. 
 
    “Free?” I said. “How will you profit from it then?” 
 
    “Part of the marketing really,” the woman said, casually, “The pill enhances your beauty. When other girls see the positive effects of the pill, they will come to get one themselves. Eventually I’ll charge money for the pill. You see, sometimes in business you need to suffer a loss initially so that you can make a profit later on.” 
 
    I nodded at her. 
 
    “Why don’t you give me the other boxes filled with pills?” I asked her, “I’ll give the pills to my friends myself, I am sure they will love them.” 
 
    “No, I cannot allow that, unfortunately,” the woman said, her earlier coldness returning. 
 
    I sighed. Enough with pretending I was a naïve girl with the single dream to become more beautiful. 
 
    “What do you get messing about with innocent girls and women with you black magic?” I asked the woman. The woman took an offended face. 
 
    “Black magic? What are you saying?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t pretend you are innocent,” I said, “I know your free pills have got nothing to do with marketing. Just accept what you are doing, all right? Let me give you a hint. If I put this pill over a fire, it will start giving out black fumes with green sparks. Is that enough?” 
 
    The woman glared hard at me. Suddenly her appearance seemed to change right in front of my eyes. Her clothes vanished and horns appeared on her head. On her back a pair of wings appeared and she also got a tail. Her beauty was gone however. She looked frightening. 
 
    She leapt over the table and grabbed me by the throat. She opened her mouth wide, revealing fangs. 
 
    “I guess we won’t need the pill for you,” she said and was about to bite me, when in a bid to save myself, I hit her on the head with my fist, right at the base of one of the horns. This pained her and her hold on me loosened. I shrieked. Caught with fear I ran out of the shop. 
 
    “What happened?” Mowa asked, seeing me in the state of shock. Several of the passersby gathered around me as well. 
 
    “There is a demon inside the shop,” I said, panting. I could still see the woman in my mind’s eye. 
 
    “Demon?” Mowa said. He pushed me aside. He and a few of the other passersby went inside the shop. They quickly came outside. 
 
    “There is nobody inside,” Mowa said. 
 
    “But there couldn’t be,” I said. I pushed him aside and entered the shop myself. The demon was gone and so were the boxes. Only the pill in my own hand remained. 
 
    *** 
 
    Chapter 6: Lanak Tanor 
 
    The Sphere was much faster than a horse. But the mental energy that the Sphere demanded was exhaustive. I felt like I would fall down unconscious in a few minutes 
 
    I decided to land the Sphere. I was in a terrain that was covered with forests, so it was difficult to find a proper landing spot. I reckoned I would have to opt for a crash landing. I prayed the Sphere would survive the impact of the trees that were about to hit it. I lowered my concentration, and the height of the decreased at a slow pace. In a minute, I was just above the canopy of the jungle. By this point, I could no longer take the weight of the Sphere in my mind. I lost all concentration.  
 
    The Sphere fell.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around the luxurious seat, bracing for an impact. The landing ended up being softer than I had imagined, even though the Sphere jerked violently every time it hit the branch of a tree. Finally it was on the ground. 
 
    I needed some fresh air. With the last bits of mental energy left in me, I willed the lid of the Sphere to open. Then I clambered outside. I fell down on the forest floor. The air felt fresh to the nose. For a while I just sat there gulping air by the mouthfuls. 
 
    Then I realised that the ground beneath me was quite wet, and so were the trees. I reckoned there had been a rainfall here a few hours back. My stomach groaned. I was hungry. I had run out of my dry meat, and my water skin was empty as well.  My main priority now was to find food and water. 
 
    A rustling sound reached my ears. Could it be a river? It would solve my water problem easily, otherwise I would have to go collecting water from the leaves of tree. Straining my ears, I began to move towards the sound of the river. The ground was wet enough that my foot left clear prints on it, so it would not be hard for me to find my way back to the Sphere. 
 
    It took me a good fifteen minutes to reach the river. It was actually more of a large stream. The water was crystal clear and I filled my water skin to the brim. Water found, now let’s search for some food. 
 
    There were birds sitting on the branches of trees. If I had had a bow and arrow, I could have had some chances of getting them, but with only the swords with me that would not be possible. 
 
    Just then I heard a snorting sound. 
 
    A bush at the edge of the forest parted, and a strange creature made its way towards the bank. It had a black body that was covered with spikes. Its face however was like that of a wild boar and it possessed two horns on the head.  
 
    The animal was half my own size. Only after it had come a considerable distance towards the river that it saw me. It stopped abruptly, its ears turned in my direction. I reckoned the animal had weak eye sight and a weak sense of smell, and depended on its ears. I had stood still so far, plus there was the sound of the stream. This was possibly why the animal had only now come to know of my presence. 
 
    The animal decided I was a threat. It pointed its horns towards me and readied for a charge.  
 
    Quick! Get a sword! A voice in my head said. 
 
    I spurred into action. I willed one sword to appear in my hand and held it tightly. This animal was not going to do any harm to me. Rather, I was going to eat it.  
 
    And then the animal charged. It was fast for its size and shape. I swung my sword. But too late, I missed hitting it and the next moment the animal’s head and horns impacted my legs. I sailed through the air and fell into the river. 
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    It was with great effort, kicking my arms and legs like mad, did I manage to make my way back to the river bank. But just then, the animal charged again. I held the sword, pointing the tip right towards the animal.  
 
    As the animal came to hit me, the sword penetrated the middle of its forehead. I could feel its skull giving way to the sharp sword. The animal cried out in pain. In a few seconds the animal had ceased all movement and it slumped to the ground, my sword embedded in its head. I exhaled, not believing I had killed the beast.  
 
    I skinned the animal and gutted it quickly. I was afraid that predators would come along catching the scent of blood. I was able to find a special kind of moss that remained dry despite rains and I started a fire. Soon, I was chewing on the tough meat of the beast. 
 
    But of course, it was not possible for me to eat the entire animal and I had no wish to leave it behind. Right then, I had an idea. I couldn’t remember if I had done something like that in my tamer days. I touched the part of the beast that I had not cooked, and I willed it into my mind. 
 
    A new icon appeared in my peripheral vision, with the word ‘Food’ written on it. I felt an extra mental burden but it was not much. I was about to leave the river bank, when a great sound reached my ears. It seemed to be coming from all directions. 
 
    Then a great shadow fell over me and the bank. I looked up at the sky. A great creature was falling down directly towards the bank. It was like a giant serpent, only it had massive wings, which apparently were not working presently. 
 
    My heart did a somersault as I realised that the creature was a dragon. It was coming directly towards me. I would get crushed if it fell on me. 
 
    I dashed away from the river bank, towards the trees. Barely had I done so that the dragon landed on the river, creating a giant splash that drenched me, although I was a good distance away. The dragon was so big that the river current could not move it along, and the reptile floated in a limp manner over the water. Its eyes were close. 
 
    I knew it was a bad decision, but I couldn’t stop myself. I went towards the dragon. The body of the dragon seemed to be covered in some kind of a gooey green liquid. Was the creature dead? 
 
    I went towards the head of the beast. I had never seen a dragon earlier. The dragons resided deep underground, where there is always fire and magma. It was extremely rare for a dragon to come out to the surface through an opening in the earth’s crust such as a volcano. 
 
    I looked up at the sky, searching for any signs of a happening which had made the dragon fall dead to the ground. But when I looked down, back at the head of the dragon, the eyes of the beast were open. 
 
    My heart stopped. 
 
    Smoke came out from the nostrils of the great beast even as it stared at me. I was paralyzed to the spot, and although I should have fled immediately to the Sphere, I didn’t. 
 
    And then the dragon opened its mouth. Was it going to roast me in its fiery breath and eat me? 
 
    Instead of fire, words ensued from the mouth of the dragon. 
 
    “Please,” the dragon said in a male voice. He sounded weak. 
 
    Please? 
 
    I was not sure what to do. 
 
    “Wh… what happened to you?” I said after much hesitation. I reckoned I was the first human to be speaking to a dragon in a good while. 
 
    “Please save me,” the dragon said. 
 
    “Save you? From what?” 
 
    Besides, if there was something that the dragon couldn’t save himself from, what chance did I had at saving him? 
 
    The dragon turned his head with much effort and eyed his body. 
 
    Was I supposed to save the dragon from himself? 
 
    Then I realised… It must be the gooey liquid. 
 
    “The green thing covering you?” I asked. 
 
    The dragon made the slightest of nods. 
 
    “Should I remove—?” 
 
    But I couldn’t complete my sentence. A sudden green glow came over the eyes of the dragon. He cried out, a cry that made me go deaf. He began to beat his wings hard and the strong wind that was created threw me away as though I was made of cotton. I landed roughly amongst the trees and from there I watched as the dragon took off to the air. He climbed height fast and soon he was like a mere bird in the sky, I watched him go until the clouds blocked him from view. 
 
    That had been one weird experience. I made my way towards the Sphere. 
 
    When I reached the Sphere I saw that there was a man near it, moving around the great spherical vehicle, touching it with his hands. 
 
    My jaws dropped to see that it was none other than Ranik, the mayor’s son. What was he doing here? More importantly how had he got here? I had always disliked him. He was way too pompous for me. 
 
    I stepped into his view with a cough. 
 
    He looked up and he smiled. He seemed to have aged in the short while that I had not seen him. 
 
    “I see I have come to the correct place,” Ranik said. 
 
    “How did you come here?” I asked. I did not speak warmly. I wanted him to know that we were out of the town. That he was the son of the mayor didn’t matter here anymore. 
 
    “A little help from the wizard,” Ranik replied. 
 
    I was confused. Why would the wizard sent him after me? After all, I was the one whom the flames had chosen. 
 
    “You came in a different Sphere?” I asked him. I could fathom of no other way he could have come here so fast. 
 
    “Nah,” Ranki replied, observing his fingernails. I could see small specks of green sand sticking to his fingernails even from my position a good few metres away. “Just a little magic powder.” 
 
    “You can come here using magic powder?” I asked. What was the point of sending me first on a horse and then in a magic craft? Why didn’t the wizard give me the magic powder if it could help one travel great distances in a heartbeat. Perhaps Ranik realised what questions were going inside my head and he spoke. 
 
    “The powder makes you age,” he said with a grimace. “That is why I reckon he didn’t give it to you. Since you are already old it wouldn’t be great if you got even more feeble, would it? I on the other hand can afford to age a few years. But I am still at cross with the bastard wizard because he didn’t tell about the ageing to me, even after I made him the payment.” 
 
    “Why have you come here?” I asked. 
 
    “I was hoping I could travel with you,” Ranik said, his eyes big and expectant. Then he narrowed his eyes and menacing grin coming over his lips. “On a second thought I would like to not travel with you. Instead I would prefer to take your… craft.” 
 
    “And abandon me here?” 
 
    “You can always travel back to the town on foot,” Ranik said. “It’s only a few hundred miles away.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to complete the quest?” I asked. “The wizard himself sent me.” 
 
    “Yes, he told me to travel with you,” Ranik said, “he stressed me not to take over the craft actually. But you know what? I don’t care. I have never really cared about the town as well, either. The people there are always too contended with what they have.” 
 
    “Your father wouldn’t want you to do this,” I said as Ranik unsheathed his sword. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Ranik said, “I have never really liked my father, you know. He’s a bit of a liar really. And now, old man, I ask that you back away. Or else you would have to face the might of my sword.” 
 
    I respected Ranik’s father. Maybe that’s why I had not really made a move against Ranik so far. But then I realised that Ranik and his father were entirely different persons. I could still respect one… and harm the other—in self defence of course. 
 
    I made my sword materialise in my hand. 
 
    “I ask that you use that powder and leave,” I told him.  
 
    Ranik scowled. 
 
    “A fight it is then,” he said. And he stepped forward. I had seen Ranik sword fight before. He was actually a good fighter. But most of the times he won by pulling a move that would easily classify as a cheat in any sword fighting event. He only ever got away because he was the mayor’s son. 
 
    Ranik was fast. He shot forward, his sword pointed for my belly, maybe even my groin.  
 
    “Bastard,” I cursed, as I side stepped and only barely escaped. 
 
    Ranik laughed, quickly making his distance from me. 
 
    “I am kind,” he said, “I ask you to leave with your life. But if you don’t even after this warning then I shall leave no stones unturned in killing you.” 
 
    “Return to the town with your magic powder,” I told him, “you might age a few more years, but at least you would still have honour.” 
 
    Ranik grimaced. 
 
    “I will always have my honour,” he said. Once again he shot forward. But this time I was prepared. As I side stepped his attack, I gave him a resounding hit on the back of the neck, such that he was thrown to the ground. 
 
    “It’s a good idea not to judge people by their age,” I said. 
 
    Ranik didn’t get up. He just kept kneeling down, seemingly in pain and panting. But I knew him well. It was just one of his tricks. I could have killed him at that moment itself. It would have been a clean beheading. But I didn’t want to do that if only for the sake of his father, the mayor. But I promised myself that if Ranik came for me again, I would slice his throat and leave his corpse here to be eaten by scavengers. 
 
    Ranik got up, his speed like lightening. Even though I knew he would do that, I was still taken off guard. I was slow in lowering my sword. Ranik hit me on the chest with his shoulder. I was thrown backwards, slipped and fell. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been hit! 
    
  You receive -30 health! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ranik raised his sword. He let out a cry and opted to stab my chest. I kicked his stomach, stopping him. However, I couldn’t put much power into my kick from my position, and it did little harm to him. Ranik grabbed my leg and swung his sword to chop my leg at the knee. I was quick and threw my sword at him. It embedded itself onto his shoulder and he stopped an inch short of his sword making contact with my leg. He looked at me with venom in his eyes. His temple veins popped up in pain. He staggered backwards. 
 
    “F… father wouldn’t be happy with you,” he croaked, as he sat down at the base of a tree. 
 
    “But he wouldn’t be happy with you either,” I said. My body ached at countless places, but at least I was alive till now, even though I could see that my health bar had fallen significantly. I could have killed Ranik right then, but I was caught by mercy since he had ceased his attacks, too caught up in his pain. I decided to leave him as he was. 
 
    “Do not follow me,” I said to him, “you might think I am old, but do not underestimate me. Return home and let me deal with my quest.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response from him, I sprinted to the Sphere. I was inside it in a heartbeat. Very soon the Sphere was hovering in air. I was actually thankful for my physical exertion, as it took away all the mental weight I had been previously experiencing from driving the Sphere. I took off from the place. 
 
    *** 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lanak Tanor 
    
  Class: Not yet unlocked 
    
  Race: Human 
    
  Sex: Male 
    
  Level: 0 
    
  Strength: 130 
    
  Health: 277/500 
    
  Mana: 133 
    
  Intelligence: 60 
    
  Mental carrying capacity: 120/200 
    
  Youth:20 
    
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Lana 
 
    The news about the demons spread quickly. Only I had seen the demon in her true form, but the people believed me. I was so thankful to them for that. 
 
    “I didn’t like her,” the lady shopkeeper who sold pottery next doors to the demon’s shop said. “I always thought there was something wrong with her. Initially she tried to sell me her pills, but I am too old to care for pretty looks.” 
 
    However, along with the news, the fear spread as well. Everyone knew now that there was something wrong with the pills. Both male and female soldiers now went from house to house taking names of women who had taken the pills. Some of them gave away their names immediately, but others were harder to deal with. They even went to the extent of throwing things at the soldiers. Some of those same women were known to have been very kind persons previously. 
 
    Binni gave away her name without a problem. But all the time I could feel her glare. She didn’t talk to me or mother over lunch and locked herself away in her room the rest of the time. When mother went to her in the afternoon, she didn’t open the door. She didn’t even answer. 
 
    “Please Binni,” mother cried, “Open the door.” 
 
    “Get out, Binni!” I ordered. I feared Binni might have done something to herself in revenge of me going and exposing everything about the pills.  
 
    “Back away, mother,” I said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “We must break the door,” I said. Mother nodded. She would have never accepted doing something so crazy but it was a desperate moment. I kicked on the door. The first time I did so it was my leg that hurt. But the fifth time I kicked the door broke right around the bolt and swung inwards. 
 
    Mother and I entered. But there was no Binni. The windows were closed so I didn’t think she had gone out through it. Then my mother pointed at a symbol on the floor of the room, right at the middle which I had missed entirely. A star surrounded by concentric circles. It had been drawn with greenish glowing chalk. 
 
    I gaped at mother. That symbol felt eerily like it had something to do with black magic. Binni had disappeared into thin air, much like the demon. 
 
    Within a few hours of Binni’s disappearance, we received news from the neighbours that the girls who had used the pills were disappearing all about the town. There was chaos everywhere. Parents cried out for their daughters, brothers cried for their sisters, husbands for their wives. 
 
    I myself felt light headed, as though I was incapable of thinking anything. Mowa came to our house, but he could provide little consolation to me or to my mother, even though he tried his best.  
 
    But the worst was yet to come. 
 
    It was sunset when the demons came. 
 
    They came in a great group. They came flying. All of them had horns, wings and tails. They came in the hundreds. As all the townspeople were staring at the sky in horror, one person noticed the great dust in the grounds surrounding the town.  
 
    An army of demons were coming on foot. But these were males. They possessed horns and tails but no wings. However, unlike the female demons, they carried swords and choppers. Our little town was being invaded by demons. How could the world just turn upside down like this within the span of twenty four hours? 
 
    The people fled for the hills that surrounded our village. I fled too, along with mother and Mowa. But the demons pursued us. The townsfolk tried to hide in the caves that the hills had in plenty… as if that would stop the demons. 
 
    Then there came a point when I got separated from my mother and Mowa in the rush of the townspeople and the wild demons. I was alone now, fleeing. For a while I tried to find my mother and mowa, but it was just impossible. There were too many people running about and the trees were in thick numbers. I ran like mad, not looking behind me, tears streaming down my face. I was sure the demons had taken my mother and Mowa by now. I could still see their fear filled faces in my mind’s eye. 
 
    I ran for what length of time even I didn’t know. The only thing I knew was that when I stopped running, it was already night. Only now did I decide to take stock of where I was now. I was near the top of a hill. I could recall my feet splashing water a good while back and when I looked down, I could spot the waters of the Holy Stream glowing in the starlight. 
 
    The Holy Stream. 
 
    I was suddenly fearful. 
 
    No one was ever supposed to cross the Holy Stream. I reckoned all the other people of the town had, even in their confusion, decided it was better to flee towards the other hills. Nobody had dared come towards this particular hill even as they were being chased by demons. 
 
    Nobody except me. The world had been a total blur when I had run. A chill crept up my spine. Earlier I had known that it was the demons that I needed to escape. Now however, I didn’t know who or what to flee from. 
 
    The hills beyond the Holy Stream were considered to be haunted by the spirits of kings long dead who once ruled over this area. Every child in our town was told never to wander towards the Holy Stream. If you ever cross the Holy Stream then you are on your own. Do not return from there once you have crossed, at least if you love your town. Or else you will bring the evil spirits with yourself. Better perish then make the town perish. 
 
    But the town had already perished more or less… 
 
    My heart cried out for my mother. I wanted to be near her and Binni. I didn’t know what I should do. I had once thought I was a strong person. But I had never faced anything like this. I fell to my knees and I began to sob. 
 
    After a while even the tears ceased coming out of my eyes. I couldn’t remember when I had drunk water. I turned my hands into fists. I was going to survive. It was the only way I could ever think of getting back to mother, Binni or Mowa. And to survive I needed water. 
 
    There was plenty of it in the Holy Stream. 
 
    I ran down the slope. My legs were aching but I pushed on. In a few minutes I reached the Stream. I fell on the edge of the stream. I cupped my hands and drank. 
 
    I kept drinking for a while. And then I fell beside the stream and I was so tired that before I knew it I was in the land of dreams. Dreams filled with frightening demons, my mother and Binni, and my best chum Mowa. 
 
    *** 
 
    My stomach was aching when I awoke. I was hungry like I had never been in life. I sat up. Yesterday still felt like a dream. But lying on the side of the Holy River, the stark reality that yesterday had been no dream was clear to me. 
 
    I began to look around, my eyes automatically searching for food. However, it was something else that my eyes caught that piqued my curiosity. 
 
    It was a golden disc-like thing that was there below the water, on the bed of the Holy Stream. I waded through the water to get a closer look at it. Yes, it was a disc of sorts, and at the centre of it was a fat green jewel. 
 
    For a moment I observed it. I was well aware that I was in the holy stream and picking up strange artefacts might lead to grave consequences. But I figured that I was already in grave consequences, after all, how bad could it go bad any further? 
 
    I bent to pick up the golden disc. The moment my fingers made contact with it however that a strange sound appeared all around me. The rustling of the stream died down immediately. 
 
    I reckoned now that consequences still had the capability to become even graver. It took me a moment to realise I was not standing on the stream as I could no longer feel the flow of the water around my feet. Hell, I was hovering over the stream. Directly over the strange disc to be precise. 
 
    I gulped. I didn’t think I had ever floated in air like this. 
 
    And then, as though by sheer magic, words began to form in air in front of me. Glowing words. The world began to darken, even though the sun was still up there. After a while I was in total blackness. 
 
    I managed to somehow subdue my fears and I read the words. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name:? 
    
  Class:? 
    
  Race: ? 
    
  Sex: ? 
    
  Level: ? 
    
  Strength: ? 
    
  Health: ? 
    
  Mana: ? 
    
  Intelligence: ? 
    
  Mental carrying capacity:? 
    
  Youth:? 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What was up with all the question marks? I thought. Suddenly the question marks vanished, and were replaced by other words. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Lana 
    
  Class: Not yet unlocked 
    
  Race: Human 
    
  Sex: Female 
    
  Level: 0 
    
  Strength: 141 
    
  Health: 430/500 
    
  Mana: 140 
    
  Intelligence: 60 
    
  Mental carrying capacity: 200/200 
    
  Youth:300 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
     How could all these details about me suddenly appear in mid air? 
 
    But barely had they appeared that they vanished. Other words came. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  A long time ago you decided to give up the privileges of a player and began to live the life of an NPC. You even wiped your memory. Doing so stripped your age and you turned into a child. As you grew up you assumed the Second World to be the real world, much like an NPC. Your memory cannot be returned. However, if you wish you can have some of you player privileges again. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
     Despite my strange situation, I liked the word ‘privilege’. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Below are the privileges that you can regain: 
    
 
        
        	 Ability to see stats. 
 
       
    
 
        
        	  Some of your previous powers, including flight and healing. 
 
       
    
 
        
        	 Your previous level.  
 
       
    
  Note that there are few places like this in the game world where you can regain your renounced powers. The possibility that you would stumble upon a similar place again is extremely rare. However, the decision remains yours. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My decision. I liked something about that line. 
 
    I took a breath and I touched the ‘yes’ option. 
 
    My life changed. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lana 
    
  Class: Super human 
    
  Race: Human 
    
  Sex: Female 
    
  Level: 25 
    
  Strength: 1400 
    
  Health: 689/700 
    
  Mana: 1200 
    
  Intelligence: 300 
    
  Youth:300 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: The Succubi Queen 
 
    I looked at the rituals being carried out. All the succubi and the male demons were working very hard. I wished I could tell them the truth, but a lie was the safest way to get the thing done.  
 
    I flew around the volcano. The succubi and the demons had cleared the forests for miles all around the volcano. Green paint was being put on the ground in a particular pattern around the volcano to mark the spots where the succubi would be standing on the day of the ritual.  
 
    In the past few months there had been a good inflow of new demons. NPCs and players they were all, or had been at least. Now they were all demons, destined to serve me and my powers till the end of eternity. 
 
    I glided towards the mouth of the volcano. I could see well the bubbling magma inside the volcano. Tomorrow the dragon would be reaching here. He would swim in the volcano, his body covered in the precious gooey liquid, and the volcano would calm down. It was a cycle that needed to be repeated every few days. I couldn’t afford to let the volcano erupt, except on the ultimate day of the ritual. I was glad I had lured the dragon out of the depths of the earth. Idiot reptile. But then, if he had not been an idiot, I could never been able to advance my plans. Idiots were useful. 
 
    I checked my health bar. It had become a compulsion for me now. My spirits lowered seeing that my health had dropped further than what it had been yesterday. My heart was weakening with every moment that passed. It was a result of a mistake I made in a ritual that I had carried out a long time ago to bring other succubi and demons under my power so that I could become their queen. 
 
    I shook my head and willed the stats to disappear. I was exasperated with myself. The ritual would be carried out in a few days, before my health ran out. I needn’t keep checking the stats for it only lowered my spirits. And to accomplish the task I needed high spirits. I vowed I would never again check my stats until the day of the ritual. 
 
    I hoped the succubi vessels spread across the sub-continent would be able to contain my spirit in the critical time when I would leave my current body, and move towards a new one.  
 
    I had lied to my minions that I was doing everything in order to awaken an ancient goddess from the bowels of the earth.. 
 
    I sighed. I descended to the base of the volcano where my tent was. It was a gilded one. Succubi and male demons stood around it to attend to me. I entered the tent and plopped down on my bed. I knew no sleep would ever come to me before my plans had been achieved, but I could definitely rest my body, for I needed it. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Lanak Tanor 
 
    I was flying. 
 
    No not inside the Sphere. 
 
    I was flying in the open. My body was not that of a human. My body was long and slender and I had great wings that I used to glide over the hills and the valleys and the plains and the forests. 
 
    But my heart was heavy. I was doing this out of compulsion. A great regret was there in my heart. Only if I had been a bit strong.  I was a slave of the succubi. I was a loser. 
 
    Suddenly anger seized hold of me. I wanted to get out of this body. It was mine after all, wasn’t it? I would rather die free than be a slave for the rest of my life. 
 
    It took me great effort, and pain tore my body on all sides, but I forced myself to stop flapping my wings. I plummeted towards the ground.  A cry escaped my mouth. Inside, I was happy that I was finally making a decision that was entirely my own. 
 
    In mere minutes, I fell on a river, splashing water in all directions. I thought I had died, but apparently a mere fall was not enough to kill a dragon. I opened my eyes slowly, feeling the presence of a living being nearby. I couldn’t believe that for the first time in a long while I could see the world without needing to see the green that covered my eyes all the time these days. I felt like I had regained control over my eyes. 
 
    It was one of those humans. They looked so much like the succubi, yet were so much better than them. Would this nice person help me? 
 
    Wait a minute, wasn’t the person myself? 
 
    “Please,” I said and I was not surprised that I sounded so weak. Yet, it uplifted my heart to hear my own voice after such a great while. The man seemed unsure but he looked like a good person. 
 
    “Please,” I said again. “Help me.” 
 
    Mere moments after I had said that however that the green once again took over my vision. I felt like a bolt of electricity had gone through my body. Damn it. Before I knew it I was flying away, bound for my destination, the volcano Mount Succubus. 
 
    *** 
 
    I woke up with a start. I was still inside the sphere. Except the sphere was flying no more. I didn’t know when I had fallen asleep. The dream had been so vivid. Had it really been a dream? It had to be one, right? After all, I had seen myself in it. I looked down at my body again to make sure that it was that of a human. I had felt so powerless being the dragon, as though I was being compelled to fly. One thing however I knew now—the dragon was a slave of the succubi. Somewhere, deep inside I knew that it was the dragon who had put the dream in my head. Maybe he wanted me to go after him? I had a feeling that I might meet him again and soon. 
 
    I opened the lid and went out to take a breath of fresh air and also because I had an intense urge to pee. I was still in forest territory. Except the trees were different from that of the place where I had met Ranik and the dragon. I relieved myself over some bushes. 
 
    I re-entered the craft. I sat down on the soft seat and focused my mind so as to lift the craft into the air. Unlike the previous times, I failed. I was confused. I tried again. 
 
    A notification popped up in my vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  The Sphere needs fuel to travel. You have run out of fuel. Without the fuel the Sphere will fail to make a proper connection with your mind. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Fuel? Now what was this? 
 
    More importantly what fuel did the Sphere require? 
 
    As if in response to my question, another message appeared. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  The Sphere consumes magic as fuel. Bring anything magical inside the craft and it will be able to satisfy the fuel requirements. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I pulled at my hair. How on earth was I going to find anything magical in the middle of a forest? 
 
    On a second thought, I realised that I actually had higher chances of finding magical objects in a forest. I had been to countless forests during my years as a succubi tamer, and from the experience I knew. The creators of The Second World had strewn quite a few magical objects in the forests of the world. 
 
    Once again I opened the lid of the Sphere and I went out. It was early morning. I stood outside near the sphere and I scratched my chin. 
 
    Something magical, eh? 
 
    I heard the sound of movement to my right at that very moment. I whirled around but there was nobody. I was afraid and I made one of the swords of the bandits to materialise in my hand. I still had two of those, although one I had left lodged in Ranik’s shoulder. 
 
    The next moment a giant of a man burst into the scene. He was eight feet in height easily, and had a lean body. He was young and had a boyish face with some beard. He was dressed in rags and there were tears in his bloodshot eyes. 
 
    The man saw me. But then he shook his head, his face convulsing with high emotion. And then he went running again into the woods. I stood befuddled at the spot for a moment. 
 
    A giant man. My hunch told me that this man could lead me to something magical. He was eight feet after all! There had to be something magical about him. I had never ignored my hunch when I had been a succubi tamer. And the other day, when I had gone fishing with Zurk, I had made the folly of ignoring my hunch and as a result I had nearly paid for my mistake with my life. 
 
    I ran after the man. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” I cried, but the man continued to run. He had long legs and took giant strides. I struggled to keep up with him. 
 
    “Don’t follow me,” the man wailed. And he increased his pace. The man despite his size more or less felt harmless to me. 
 
    “I might be able to help you!” I said, panting. 
 
    The man slowed down. He finally came to a stop and he turned around to look at me. I reached him and caught my breath. I didn’t recall running so fast in a while. 
 
    I looked up at him. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” I asked him. 
 
    The man squatted down and burst into a fresh bout of sobs.  Hell, this was a giant man-baby, wasn’t he? 
 
    “I- I,” the man said, struggling to control his emotions, “I suck.” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “At everything,” he said. “I am a total failure.” 
 
    “You messed up in some way?” I asked him, trying to sound caring. I found it hard to feel his grief though. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I got kicked out from my village,” the man said.  
 
    “Where is your village? Why did they ask you to leave?” 
 
    “About five kilometres from here,” the man replied. “About two kilometres away is a cave. It is guarded by a fairy. There is a magical soil inside the cave, and that soil is very important for the diet of my village.” 
 
    Magical.  
 
    I liked that word. 
 
    “And something happened to the magical soil?” I asked. 
 
    “It was my turn to get the magical soil from the cave yesterday.  But you need to please the fairy guarding it to give the soil to you. The fairy is rude. I suck at pleasing rude people. The previous times my village sent me to get the soil, I failed. They told me this time that if I failed again then I needn’t return to the village. I have been roaming the forest since yesterday.” 
 
    “If you want I can help you,” I said. Of course, I wasn’t going to tell him the main motive behind that. 
 
    The giant looked at me. In his eyes there was much gratitude. He almost reminded me of a child despite his size. 
 
    “Help me?” he said. He looked like nobody had ever offered help to him. He suddenly lunged forward and he grabbed me in a bear hug. For a moment I was not sure if he was attacking me and resisted the urge to plunge my sword into his neck. But the man placed me safely on the ground. He sobbed again. But this time his tears seemed to be ones of happiness. 
 
    “I would be very thankful,” the giant said.  
 
    “I cannot guarantee that we will succeed,” I said, “but I will give my best.” 
 
    The giant led me towards the said cave. I was not sure whether I should simply leave the Sphere behind though without the fuel there wasn’t much that I could do. But the man assured me that he knew the forest well and he would be able to bring me to the exact spot where the craft was. The man further told me that his name was Danor, as we strode fast. 
 
    “Do you give the fairy anything in return for giving you the magic soil?” I asked. 
 
    “Occasionally the elders of the village would come along in a sacred day bringing the tastiest foods,” Danor replied. “But other than that I don’t know of anything else that our people give her. As far as I have heard, a very long time ago the forefathers of our tribe helped the fairy and she gives us the magic soil to thank us. But over the years the rudeness of the fairy has increased. I reckon she feels that she had given us enough soil in repayment of the help that our forefathers gave her.” 
 
    It took us about half an hour to reach the said cave. It was basically a hole in the ground at the base of a large tree. 
 
    “I reckon a sly mouth goes a long way in pleasing her?” I asked Danor almost in whisper as we approached the cave of the fairy. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Danor said sadly, “too bad I was not born with one.” 
 
    Danor and I stood at the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “O good fairy,” Danor said aloud in a tone of respect, but there was a slight shiver in his tone that clearly said that he had no true desire of meeting the fairy. 
 
    A ball of light appeared over the hole and hovered. In a few seconds the ball of light had assumed the shape of the head of a lady. An old lady. I reckoned the fairy had lived a long time. She had more wrinkles than even me. 
 
    “So you are back?” the fairy said, narrowing her eyes at Danor. “I told you to get lost, didn’t I? I am not giving you any soil.” 
 
    The fairy then turned her eyes towards me. Her expression softened incredibly. It was a great contrast to how she had looked towards Danor. And… was she blushing? 
 
    “It’s been a great while since I saw an older person,” the fairy said, “may I ask what brings you here?” 
 
    I wanted to speak, but my words stuck in my throat. I didn’t understand. Danor had said that occasionally the Elders of the village came to visit the fairy. How then had it been a great while since she had seen an older person? 
 
    I turned at Danor instead. He gave me a confused look. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, turning to the fairy. 
 
    “Please tell,” the fairy said, “I would be a pleasure to settle any confusion you might have.” 
 
    “How can it be a great while since you saw an older person?” I blurted. “I mean, members of Danor’s tribe keep coming to you. Not all of them can be young, right?” 
 
    “They are,” Danor and the fairy queen said together, both matter-of-factly. The fairy glared at Danor. 
 
    “You keep quiet when I am speaking,” she said to him. Danor turned a shade of pink. 
 
    “But-but… how?” I asked, not getting either of them at all. 
 
    “The members of Danor’s tribe do not age past a certain age,” the fairy said. The fairy’s voice changed to one of sadness, “I on the other hand age.” 
 
    Danor had not said this to me. I reckoned Danor was not really a human, even though he looked like one. A moment of silence passed, in which the fairy kept looking at me like I was something very precious. The wind ruffled my hair. I felt uneasy. Finally it was Danor who broke the silence. 
 
    “Um, O good fairy, can you please give us some of the magic soil?” 
 
    I suddenly recalled the main purpose why we had come here and I bit my lip. 
 
    The fairy frowned at Danor but before she could say anything, I intervened. 
 
    “Please, we really need it,” I said. “Please give it to him.” 
 
    The fairy looked a bit torn now. Of course, she wasn’t going to respond rudely to me. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “I will give you all the magic soil that I have,” she said, “I will even leave this hole forever, and the members of Danor’s tribe can come here whenever they want and take the soil… but.” 
 
    “But?” I said. 
 
    “I need your help.” 
 
    My help? For what. First the dragon, then Danor and now the fairy. Why did they all require my help? I was not even in a position to help. The main reason I had come with Danor was a purely selfish one. 
 
    “How can I help you?” I managed to say. 
 
    “Can you help me be young again?” the fairy said. “You are the first old person that I have seen in these parts in a millennium. I don’t know how many aeons would pass before I see an old person again. I cannot move from here as long as the soil is my responsibility. And only an old person can help me to be young again.” 
 
    “But how can I help you be young again?” I asked. 
 
    “You can leave that part to me, good sir,” the fairy said, “but all I need is your consent.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and thought hard. 
 
    “Yes,” I finally said. 
 
    The fairy seemed to be at the top of the world. 
 
    “Thank you!” she cried. 
 
    The fairy then asked me to enter the hole. She said she would then close the entrance to the hole so that I would be alone in the cave for a few moments. The magic soil that was present in the cave would then allow her to use a spell which would give back youth to her again. 
 
    With much hesitation, I entered the hole. I had a bad feeling about this, even though my hunch also said that this would end up well and might even have some unexpected positive outcomes. I descended down the hole. From a point below the cave was quite vertical. And it was alit. 
 
    It was the soil itself that illuminated the cave. The soil glowed a golden hue. 
 
    “I will be closing the entrance for a while now, good sir,” the fairy said. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied to her. A ceiling of soil appeared over the entrance magically. I touched some of the magic soil, marvelling at its ability to glow. 
 
    And then, all of a sudden the lights went out as the soil stopped glowing. 
 
    I felt a wind rushing all about me. I tried to hold onto the wall of the cave, but I couldn’t feel the wall of the cave at all. It was as if I was in empty space. I seemed to be floating. The wind blew strong around me. 
 
    “Um, what’s happening?” I said, hoping the fairy would response. A sense of claustrophobia was closing its arms fast around me. 
 
    “Do not worry, sir, it is just the process,” the fairy replied. 
 
    And then something even more mind-blowing happened. All around me I began to see glimpses of myself from the past, ever since the time when I had first created my character in the Second World. It was almost like seeing a reel of film, which was going round and round me. I saw as I grew old and became my current self. And then the reel began to move in a backward direction, so that it ended with the face of me as I had been right after creating my character. 
 
    There was a sound and abruptly all this disappeared. The lights came back and I saw that I was in the cave again. The entrance reappeared too. I hurried up and out. 
 
    “No!” I heard the voice of the fairy cry. 
 
     I turned to see the head of a young woman floating beside Danor, who was looking at me with much awe. I instantly knew that it was the same old fairy. Her spell had worked. 
 
    “I am so sorry!” the fairy cried. 
 
    I didn’t get it. Her spell had worked. 
 
    “You cannot give us the magic soil?” I asked her. 
 
    “I didn’t realise you would turn young in this process,” the fairy said, much guilt in her voice. 
 
    “Turn young?” I said. I looked at my arms. They had become like those of someone in their early twenties! I touched my face and could feel none of the wrinkles either. I couldn’t believe it. It felt surreal. 
 
    “I am sorry,” the fairy said again. I began to laugh. 
 
    “Sorry?” I said, breaking into a bout of laughter. I was young again and the fairy was sorry for that? “Thank you! Thank you!” 
 
    The fairy ultimately realised that I had never wished to stay old. She thanked me for the last time for allowing her to perform the spell and then she left the cave. All the magic soil in it was now ours. I patted Danor’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s all yours, my friend,” I said to him. “Just give me a handful and I’ll be good to go.” 
 
    But Danor had gone quiet. He was looking at the hole, lost in thoughts. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” I asked him. 
 
    “I don’t want to return to my village,” he said to me. “They have always laughed at everything I ever did. Even if I take all the magic soil to them then they would still laugh at me. I know them well.” 
 
    He fell onto his knees beside the hole. It was clear the Danor hated his village. Could I take him with me? He was large but there should be enough space for him in the Sphere. Plus, having someone of his size would be a plus point. 
 
    “I am on a quest,” I said to him, “would you like to accompany me?” 
 
    Danor looked at me, his eyes shining. He readily agreed. So it happened that Danor and I took a huge amount of the magic soil and made for the craft. We still left a considerable amount for Danor’s tribesmen. He hated them, yet he didn’t want to deprive them of the magic soil as they were depended on it for their survival. 
 
    Danor had a hard time getting inside the Sphere through the entry hole of the craft. He was way too big. After a minute of struggle he was finally able to squeeze his body inside. Most of the magic soil I had absorbed into my mind. I saw that I was nearing the limits of my mental carrying capacity. But the magic soil worked, even as a notification appeared in my vision that the craft had received its fuel. Once again I could make the craft hover, and off we went. 
 
    *** 
 
    I felt sad. 
 
    It was a devastated town. 
 
    Some of the buildings in the town were still on fire. It was the first glowing spot that I had reached as per the indication of the map given to me by the wizard. Had this all been done by the Succubi? I felt a chill run down my spine. 
 
    I made the Sphere move over the devastated town. In the far distance there were many hill ranges. Had there been any survivors or had everybody been taken by the Succubi? I was also acutely aware that only an entire army of succubi could have wrecked such a big devastation. During my tamer days I had thought that succubi operated alone, apparently they were capable of grouping together.  
 
    Had all the other places that were indicated on the map also been destroyed in a similar fashion? I feared for my own little town. I liked most of the people there. I could see the faces of the children in the orphanage. I imagined them crying as the succubi attacked, and my heart sank. 
 
    No, I had to be stronger. I would have to deal with the succubi. I won’t allow them to reach my town. 
 
    “What is that?” Danor said, pointing a fat finger towards the far side of the town. Something seemed to be hovering above the buildings there. A bird? 
 
    The movement of the hovering object was very unlike that of a bird however. There was something very humanoid about the object as well. 
 
    A flying man? 
 
    A succubus? 
 
    I gulped.  
 
    Still, I decided to find out. I made the Sphere move forward towards the flying object. In a few minutes I realised that the flying object was in fact a human. A girl. One with long silky hair. 
 
    She had her back turned to us and hadn’t noticed us thus far. I thanked the gods that she didn’t have wings or a tail. But still… how could a human fly?  
 
    Keeping the craft steady, I moved out of the Sphere through the hole. 
 
    “Hey, be careful!” Danor said from below. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I reassured him, as I stood up on the top of the Sphere. My feet still had contact with the body of the sphere and it was for this reason that I was able to control it despite not being inside it. Vertigo came over me, but I fought it. The wind hit my face. 
 
    “Hey!” I called aloud to the girl. 
 
    She whirled around. There was hope in her face when she first did so. But when she saw that a person standing on the top of a flying sphere had called out to her, the hope left her face, and it was replaced by a frown of confusion. And then fear. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked me. There was a certain amount of threat in her voice. 
 
    “Are you with the succubi?” I asked her. It was the wrong question apparently. She shot forward at the craft and hit the windshield with her fist. She was powerful and the Sphere rocked away and it was with massive mental concentration that I could stop it from crashing onto one of the buildings. Even I was myself almost thrown away, but I managed to catch the lid and maintain my balance in the nick of time. 
 
    “Get in!” Danor cried from below. I heeded his advice and I leapt back inside. I however left the lid open. 
 
    “Where has she gone?” I asked. The windshield had taken the impact admirably. There was no sign of the hit anywhere on it. I turned the Sphere in all directions. But the girl seemed to have just vanished. I would have liked to keep her in sight. She was powerful. Still, I didn’t understand the cause behind her attack. Was she with the succubi or not? 
 
    All of a sudden, the craft experienced a massive force from below. The craft shot up because of the impact. For a moment, my concentration was broken, and I struggled to regain it back for I had hit my head on one side of the craft and it was throbbing badly. 
 
    “We are crashing!” Danor said. 
 
    “Shit, I can’t concentrate,” I said, “Brace for it.” Danor grabbed hold of the seat like it was a life saver. I put my hands over my head, I didn’t want to receive a head wound again. 
 
    I felt the impact as the craft crashed against a bunch of houses. For a few seconds the craft, being spherical, kept rolling, but then it eventually came to a halt. Massaging my head, I stood up. 
 
    Barely had I done so when someone peeped into the Sphere through the entry hole. It was the girl. There was vengeance on her face. 
 
    “Who are you?” she said. “I am asking you for the final time. If you are friends of the succubi then considered yourself dead.” 
 
    Apparently she hated the succubi. 
 
    “No,” I said. I cursed myself. I had asked her the wrong question. The expression of the girl softened significantly. 
 
    “Then who are you? And by what magic do you make this thing fly?” 
 
    “We are on a quest to destroy the succubi,” I told the girl, looking her in the eye. 
 
    “So you are not their friends?” 
 
    “Obviously we aren’t,” I said. The girl kept staring at me for a while. Then she finally nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “I am sorry for what I did to you.” 
 
    I wanted to make the craft hover, but because of my head I struggled to concentrate. I needed some fresh air. 
 
    “Let me go out,” I said to the girl. She moved away from the lid. The air outside wasn’t exactly fresh. The impact of the Sphere on the houses had caused a lot of dust to be suspended in the air. I covered my nose. 
 
    “The succubi did this?” I asked the girl. She nodded. 
 
    For a second her face convulsed with emotion. 
 
    “They took away everyone,” she said. 
 
    “You used to live here?” I asked her. She nodded. 
 
    “It was my home till a couple of days ago,” she said. 
 
    “You didn’t fight the succubi?” I said. “I mean, you are powerful.” 
 
    “I received my powers after the succubi had destroyed everything,” she said. “The townsfolk had fled to the hills, but I searched there and there is no sign of them. The succubi took them all.” 
 
    “How did you receive your powers?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “I had wiped my memory and renounced the ability to see stats. But I stumbled on a device shortly after the succubi attacked that gave me back my powers and the ability to see stats. But using my powers is not easy. I need a lot of mental concentration to fly.” 
 
    “You sure need to,” I said. I had experienced that enough with the Sphere. 
 
    At that moment there was a great sound behind me. I turned to see that it was Danor. He had tried to come out through the hole and had got stuck in the process. He smiled meekly. 
 
    “Some help please?” 
 
    I pulled him out. 
 
    The girl went and touched the Sphere. 
 
    “Interesting craft,” she said. 
 
    “What is your name?” I asked her. 
 
    “Lana,” she replied. “And you two?” 
 
    “Lanak,” I said, fighting a grin. 
 
    “And I am Danor,” the giant man said. 
 
    The girl came over to me. 
 
    “Lanak, eh?” she said. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t make that up. It’s really my name.” 
 
    “I believe that,” she said. “Anyway, how do you plan to destroy the Succubi?” 
 
    I told about my plans to travel to the place where the Succubi queen lived. 
 
    “And then?” she asked. 
 
    I had never really thought about that. I had always expected the quest to unwrap on its own, giving me an idea how the queen could be destroyed. Even the wizard hadn’t told me much about how the queen could be killed. But then, I was a succubi tamer after all. Maybe I would find a way to tame the queen instead of killing her. 
 
    “I am a Succubi tamer,” I said, “well... I used to be.” I didn’t know why but I didn’t like to look like a fool in front of the girl. Maybe it was because I had become young again. Since the girl had the power to see her stats, I reckoned she was likely to be a player and most players had come to the game world before the war had broken out, so there was a good possibility that the two of us were of around the same age. Maybe she had also uploaded herself to the game world when she had been on her death bed in the real world. 
 
    “So you are going to tame the queen?” Lana asked. “And make her stop all the carnage?” 
 
    “I was hoping for that, yes.” 
 
    “But as far as I had heard taming is very hard,” Lana said. “Most of the succubi end up being killed.” 
 
    “It’s hard, but hopefully not impossible,” I said. 
 
    “My sister became a succubus after she consumed a pill filled with black magic,” Lana said and I could see that there was much pain in her eyes when she spoke that. “And so did many other women. I reckon they also turned the men into demons. Would it be possible for me to travel with you?” 
 
    “I would like that,” I said, “you have your powers. Would be good to have you around.” 
 
    “I need to rest to keep recharging, though,” Lana said. 
 
    *** 
 
    I didn’t have a good feeling that all those beings in the air were birds. 
 
    We were nearing another of the glowing spots in the map. Very soon a notification appeared in my vision, confirming my suspicions. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New sub-quest alert! 
    
  You have reached a place that has strong associations with your quest to defeat the succubi queen. Here, pills are prepared to turn normal girls into succubi. 
    
  Would you like to destroy the facility that is being used to create the pills? 
    
  Yes/No? 
    
  Rewards: Unknown 
   
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So this was the place where the pills were being created? The very pills which turned Lana’s sister into a succubus.  
 
    I made the craft land. 
 
    “I don’t think we should go any further,” I said. I told Lana and Danor about the quest notification I had just received, even though I had not yet accepted the sub-quest yet. 
 
    “I want to go there,” Lana said, anger rising in her face. “I want to destroy whatever process they are using to create the cursed pills.” 
 
    “I think they will easily detect the Sphere if we go any further,” Danor said with a meaningful look at Lana.  
 
    “We will go there on foot then,” I said. Danor gasped. But he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “You can stay in the craft, Danor,” I said to the big guy.  
 
    Danor shook his head. 
 
    “I have felt useless my entire life. I will go with you. I will beat a succubus to death if she comes for you.” 
 
    I wouldn’t have actually wanted to kill a succubus, but it was still better than being taken by one and transformed into a demon. 
 
    I accepted the sub-quest and the three of us went out of the Sphere. 
 
    “The town they have taken over is still about four miles from here,” Lana said.  
 
    “Well,” I said, “at least we would be safe. Even if it would take us more time.” 
 
    Lana looked into my eyes. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” she said. With some uncertainty as to what she planned to do I extended my hand to her. She grasped it.  
 
    “And yours too,” she said to Danor. 
 
    She took both our hands and closed her eyes. Suddenly I felt weightless. Next, the three of us were hovering in air. 
 
    “How are you doing that!” I said to Lana. She opened her eyes with an irritated frown. The three of us fell to the ground. Luckily we hadn’t gone a long way up, or it would have hurt like hell. 
 
    “Do not break my concentration,” Lana said to me. “Do not even speak to me. I could have given you the power of flight but I would need to level up to do that. And I haven’t done anything to level up yet.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. Danor and I nodded. 
 
    Lana took our hands again. This time she didn’t close her eyes. Instead she stared ahead, towards the town occupied by the succubi and the demons with extreme concentration. And we began to move towards it. Initially our speed was slow, then Lana increased the speed. Within a minute we were a mere two hundred metres from the walls of the town. Lana landed. The moment she did so she fell onto the ground in a heap.  
 
    “You all right?” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    It was a moment before she replied. 
 
    “Yeah.” She stood back up. 
 
    There were a few succubi at the walls. They were all in their beautiful forms. I felt attracted to them even though they hadn’t cast their charm. I glanced at Danor and he was staring at them with his mouth agape. 
 
    A worry bit my mind. It would not be easy to get inside the town and not feel drawn to them. Only Lana would be unaffected since she was a girl. Lana could see the worry on my face and also the lust in Danor’s eyes.  
 
    “So are you afraid to go there?” Lana asked me. I had dealt with the succubus at the river back in my own town, but then there had been only one succubus and with some effort I had been able to throw off her charm. Here there were hundreds of succubi. 
 
    “Let me think,” I said. “And Danor, I would like you to look at the tree next to you.” 
 
    Danor looked at me with a slightly irritated face at having disturbed him from staring at the succubi. But he did as told. 
 
    I scratched my head. I thought of the day when I had first unlocked the skill of becoming a succubi tamer. The skill essentially allowed you to ignore the charm of the succubi. Though I had given up the skill when I had renounced my ability to see stats and settled down for the life of a carpenter, I knew that I had not given up all the resistance to the charm of the succubi. I was still way less affected by the succubi’s charm than a normal man like Danor. 
 
    In those days I used to be a sucker for gold. I had been lured by a succubus into a house and even now I could remember her tell me “I will give you a lot of gold… and more.” I had been hesitant initially, but since she was a cute girl I had decided to go into the house.  
 
    Once inside the house the girl had told me that she couldn’t give me the gold, but she would give me the other thing she had promised. I had grown irritated. It was the gold I was really after. The irritation had saved my life and stopped me from becoming a slave of the succubi forever. The succubi normally worked alone, but this particular one had friends. I was resisting her charm, and when she saw that I would not fall for the trap, she clapped her hands in a peculiar manner. Next moment, four more girls burst in through the windows of the house. They all possessed wings and tails and horns. These extensions immediately appeared on the girl’s body as well. The faces of the succubi however changed from cute to demon-like. 
 
     They were going to bite me. If charm didn’t work, a bite would. That was the motto of all succubi. 
 
    Luckily I had my sword hanging at my waist. As the five succubi pounced on me, I kicked one on the leg, so that she lost balance and fell. I threw another kick on one’s stomach, even as I avoided the fangs of yet another. By this point I had drawn out my sword. In a final desperate attempt at survival, I swung it at one of the succubi lunging at me to sink her fangs into my neck.  
 
    My aim was her throat. I missed as she ducked. The sword instead hit one of her horns. My sword was sharp and her bloodied horn fell to the ground. The other succubi cried out even as the one I had hit fell to the ground. Perhaps they thought that I knew the trick of killing them and they fled out of the windows. As for the succubus that had fallen to the floor unconscious I watched, my heart racing in my chest, as she turned into a normal girl.  
 
    A dead normal girl. 
 
     And then she vanished. Soon after I received a notification saying that I had successfully resisted five succubi on my own and even killed one and I was blessed with the powers of a succubi tamer. The powers required a lot of mental effort, but they were much rewarding than killing the succubi as you needn’t feel the guilt afterwards. 
 
    However, when I realised later that the powers were also making me age fast, I eventually decided to renounce them. 
 
    “I will need to resist a bunch of them if I want to have the tamer powers again,” I told Lana presently. “We must expose ourselves to them. The more we do so, the more our resistance will increase and the more the chances of getting the tamer powers.” 
 
    “If we are able to resist that is,” Lana said, her eyes at Danor who was constantly peeking at the succubi in the distance even though I had asked him to look at the tree. I wondered if I should have asked Danor to stand guard at the place where we left the Sphere. There was a reason there were so few succubi tamers around. You need to have a strong desire for something else. My lust for gold had saved me the other time. 
 
    “Resistance comes on exposure,” I said. I grabbed Danor by the waist and moved him so that he was looking directly at the Succubi. 
 
    “How do you feel, Danor?” I asked him. 
 
    “I feel like I want to be with them,” Danor said. 
 
    “You said you want to be of use,” I said. I would need to pull Danor’s emotions if I wanted to build up his resistance. I had to replace his lust for the succubi with a different yet very strong emotion. “You will be of use only if you are able to hate the succubi. Can you hate the succubi, Danor? Or are your tribesmen right? You are going to mess up once again? Is that going to be it?” 
 
    I could see as the look on Danor’s face went a transformation. 
 
    “I-I,” he said. His eyes swelled and a big fat tear rolled down his cheek. He gritted his teeth, “I am not going to mess up.” 
 
    I nodded at him. 
 
    “Then let’s do this, eh? Let’s hate the succubi. If you fail, then you would know that you have messed up all over again.” 
 
    Danor nodded. He was fuming even as he wiped his face which had turned quite pink from the sobbing. 
 
    The three of us began to walk toward the wall.  
 
    One of the succubi who had been sitting on top of the wall spotted us. She smiled a loving smile down at us and she raised her arms, signalling a bunch of other succubi who were at other points on the wall.  
 
    “Oh, we have visitors today!” she said in a shrill attractive voice. 
 
    Ten succubi jumped down from the wall and then approached us. I was beginning to feel faint now. The succubi in their current form were strikingly beautiful. 
 
    “Are you useful, Danor?” I asked the big man. It was more to empower myself than anything. 
 
    “Aye, I am,” Danor said and from the sound of his voice he meant it. 
 
    The succubi reached us. They never made any moves that would alert people and make them realise that they were frightening demons in reality. Only when charm didn’t work did they utilise other methods. 
 
    “Weary travellers, I see,” one of the succubi said. She was the tallest one amongst the lot. Perhaps the most stunning one as well. I felt my stomach go butterflies. Danor laid a hand down on my shoulder. I reckoned he was doing so more to control his own mind. But it helped. I suddenly felt like I had woken up for a dream. 
 
    “Weary travellers are always welcome in our town,” the succubus said, “we will give you food and shelter… and more.” She made a wink of promise. 
 
    “Actually,” Lana said, raising her voice, “we come seeking the beauty pills.” 
 
    “Ah, so you want to become as pretty as us?” the tall succubus asked. The rest of the succubi giggled. 
 
    “Yes. We have heard of the great pill from afar and we have heard of the marvellous transformation that the pill can bring about,” Lana said. I was surprised that there was not a single trace of fear in her voice, though when I looked down I could easily spot a shiver in her legs. “We would like to order a great quantity of the pills. And my two friends here, they are experts in the science of beauty medicine. They wish to find out how you make the wonderful pills.” 
 
    I was not sure if the succubi were entirely bought by her words. But still they curtseyed gracefully. 
 
    “It would be an honour for us to show you all how we do it,” the tall succubus said. She took a couple of steps forward so that she was standing right in front of me. My heart fluttered, but I was determined not to fall to her charm. She placed a slim finger on my chin and then beckoned to me, 
 
    “Come with us,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to say. I thought I sounded robotic at best. 
 
    The tall succubus then held my arm, and another succubus came and held my other arm. Similarly two succubi each held the arms of Danor and Lana. The succubi began to beat their wings. They took to the air and took us with them. I felt like my arms would break off from my torso. Unlike flying with Lana, when I had felt so weightless, being carried by the succubi was a giant torture. 
 
    Once they were at a certain height, they began to go forward. From here I could see that towards the centre of the succubi occupied town, there was what seemed like a gigantic cauldron. It was at least the size of two really big houses. And below the cauldron, there was a fire going. 
 
    A black fire. 
 
    I didn’t like the look of it at all. 
 
    Meanwhile, I was struggling to resist the feel of the succubi’s grasp on my arms. It was an almost electrifying sensation. For once I was actually happy that I felt like my arms were going to break off. At least it provided me some distraction from the touch of the succubi. 
 
    “Is that where you concoct the marvellous pills?” Lana asked. The strain and pain in her voice was obvious. 
 
    “It is,” one of the succubi holding her replied.  
 
    Down below us, there were quite a few succubi moving about in the streets of the town. Many of the houses and the buildings had been destroyed. I could also see many male demons. That was the fate of the men who fell for the succubi. Eternal slavery under them. 
 
    But to think about it, the succubi weren’t really the evil ones. It was the black magic that had taken over them and converted them to succubi and demons that was evil. The black magic just propagated itself from one to the other, fulfilling its dark motives in the process. 
 
    Each and every one of the succubi and demons below had once been normal people. Now they were mindless freaks, living with the sole intention of creating more succubi and demons. 
 
    Eventually we had reached close enough to the cauldron that we could really feel the fire. 
 
    Except there was no heat. 
 
    The fire was cold as ice. My body hair stood on their ends and I could feel a shudder take hold of me. The temperature was probably below zero degrees near the cauldron. 
 
    The Succubi hovered right above the cauldron. There were thousands of pills in the cauldron, soaked in a water-like liquid which was sparkling green. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” the tall succubus who held my right arm said, “only us succubi can create this magic pill. So, you might like to give up your plans of ever creating the pills.” 
 
    Barely had she spoken that I did something totally out of instinct. I bit the arm of the tall succubus. She cried out and she let go. 
 
    I had been feeling more and more drawn to the succubi. Their touch, their looks, their voices… I had known from the beginning that they were slowly but surely working their charm on us. 
 
    Next, I stretched out my hand and grabbed the horn of the second succubus. 
 
    She let go of my arm, and I was able to grab her other horn as well. She also stopped flapping her wings, which meant that both of us plummeted towards the pills that were being cooked in the cauldron. Thankfully at the very last moment, the succubus flapped her wings weakly and instead of falling into the cauldron, we fell about fifty metres away from it on the ground. 
 
    “Let me go!” the succubus said, even as she tried to wrench my hands away. Her voice was no more sweet, but frightening. I liked it that way. 
 
    She tried to bite me, but I was able to pin her face first to the ground. I sat atop her, not letting go of her horns and kept her under my control. I glanced up at the sky. I saw that there was more or less a tug of war going on between Lana and two of the succubi over Danor. The succubi had his arms while Lana had his legs. 
 
    Danor caught in between was crying out. Two of the succubi were moving fast towards Lana, while another one was descending to the ground towards me. 
 
    Suddenly Lana seemed to let go of Danor’s legs. But she hadn’t. She had just stopped pulling. The two succubi holding Danor’s arm hadn’t expected this. Lana’s tricked worked. In a second, she was the one who had Danor. 
 
    I focused on the succubus beneath me. She was trying to let go of her succubus form, so that her horns would disappear. But since I already had her horns, she was failing at this. 
 
    “Oh, come on, yield!” I wished I was given the tamer skills right now. Hadn’t I resisted the charm of the succubi for long already? 
 
    The key to taming a succubus—when one had the skills— was to hold their horns for as long as possible, and to make a mental connection to them and then ask the black magic inside them to leave their bodies. I was mimicking this in an effort to get the tamer skills. 
 
    And then the notification appeared in my head, just as the succubus that had descended landed a mere few metres away.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You have received a ‘Class’! 
    
  You are now a succubi tamer! 
    
  You can now make mental connections with a succubus and turn her into a normal girl! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe that mimicking having the power had actually worked! 
 
    Before I could make the mental connection, the other succubus lunged for me. It sucked, but I had to give up on taming the first succubus and I leapt away. Now the first succubus also stood up, and the duo approached me. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I made the sword appear in my hand. If I had to kill to survive, then I would. It sucked but there was no other way. All beauty had by now fled the two succubi approaching me. 
 
    One succubus flew over my head and landed behind me. Great, now they were coming for me from different directions. However, just then, a great sound came from the cauldron.  
 
    Lana, with one hand holding Danor, was pushing against the side of the cauldron with her other hand. She was applying so much pressure that the cauldron was slowly turning sideways.  
 
    All the succubi in the air at once shot to the cauldron to save it. Even the two who wanted to harm me were about to take flight towards it. While the second one went, as the first succubus, whom I had earlier failed at taming, beat her wings I caught her legs and I pulled her down to the ground. 
 
    She snarled, infuriated. 
 
    I was quick. I still had a grab on her legs and now I pulled her towards myself and pounced on her horns. This time I was able to make the mental connection. I ordered the black magic to abandon her, and with much reluctance it went crying and fighting. A fuzzy feeling caught hold of me. I had not experienced that feeling in a long, long while. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You have tamed your first succubus! 
    
  You level up! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Of course, this was not the first time I had tamed a succubus. But it was the first time I had regained the ability to view stats.  
 
    The succubus lost consciousness once she had been tamed. Her features were fast becoming that of a normal girl. I slumped onto the ground beside her. I felt drained, and I felt exhausted. Taming just a single succubus required more mental effort than flying the Sphere for hours at end. 
 
    High above, I watched in glee as Lana’s effort ripened. The great cauldron overturned, the succubi not having reached it in the nick of time. When the cauldron hit the ground, there was almost a small earthquake because of the impact, the contents of the cauldron spilling out. Lana spotted me below and she came fast towards me even as the liquid from the cauldron extinguished the black fire, dozens of succubi at her pursuit. 
 
    She picked me up and I was overcome by the feeling of weightlessness. I was holding the hand of the succubus I had tamed and so it happened that Lana carried all three of us into the air. I looked into Lana’s eyes. They were bloodshot and her temple veins had popped up. She looked almost on the verge of fainting, but I didn’t say anything to her in fears of breaking her concentration. 
 
    She fainted when we were about two kilometres away from the Sphere. Thankfully, she had been flying very low, plus the bunch of us fell atop some bushes which cushioned our fall. The succubi had seen where we had fallen and though they were still half a kilometre behind us, they were coming to get us. 
 
    But I barely had any energy to walk. Even getting up felt like a great chore. I had tamed a succubus after a long while and maybe because of this my body was fighting to get used to the after effects. The succubus I had tamed was stirring, but even she wasn’t fully conscious. 
 
    Thankfully we had Danor. He grabbed the three of us like we were dolls and he flung us onto his shoulders. And then he broke into a run towards the Sphere. 
 
    “I will save you all, sir,” he said to me, even as he ran taking giant leaps. “I am not useless, sir, I am not useless.” 
 
    Being on the ground was a further advantage as it shielded us from view, thanks to the many trees of the forest. In fifteen minutes Danor had covered the distance of two kilometres with astonishing speed considering the terrain filled with obstacles. I could still see many succubi, but they were still hovering over the spot where Lana had first crashed. 
 
    Danor put us into the Sphere one by one. Then he himself came inside. Once he was in, I gritted my teeth, preparing myself for another bout of intense mental concentration. I didn’t make the Sphere fly this time. I didn’t want the prying eyes of the succubi to spot us which would be impossible if we flew. Instead, I made the Sphere move over the ground. It bulleted past trees, destroying anything and everything that lay in front of it with ease. After we had come about ten kilometres, I took my chances and I got the craft airborne. We set off for the next town. 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 10: Ranik Gombal 
 
    I peeked out of the curtain and I smiled. 
 
    Everywhere outside there were the succubi. 
 
    The magic sand had worked. This had to be the place where the succubi queen lived. Perhaps she was out as of now. Either ways, I knew I had come to the right place. 
 
    But the cost had been high. 
 
    The distance to the lair of the succubi queen had been a great one from the place where I had used the magic sand. I could barely believe how much I had aged in mere minutes. From a man in his mid-twenties, I had become a man in his fifties. 
 
    But I didn’t care. 
 
    I knew that once I had the power to view stats, I should be able to eventually find a way to regain my youth. I just knew that it was possible. 
 
    I sat down on the only bed present in the tent. And I waited. I reckoned the queen would get quite a shock seeing me here. 
 
    After a few minutes, the curtains parted. In came the queen. She was beautiful, very, even with the horns present on her head. But I knew of the Succubi and their nature. I had different things to accomplish then be charmed by beauty. 
 
    The queen almost didn’t notice me in the first few seconds. Then she abruptly froze. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, getting up from her bed. 
 
    The queen didn’t show any expression of fear. But then there was little she had to fear. She was the queen of the succubi. There were thousands under her command who were outside. Of course she knew that unless I was an idiot then I would never come with any intentions of causing harm to her. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked me. 
 
    “A friend, who seeks help.” 
 
    “A friend?” the queen said. “I have led a long life. But my memory remains more or less sharp. I have never met you before this.” 
 
    “But then, friends needn’t really have to meet to be friends, right?” 
 
    She came over to me. 
 
    “If you do not tell me within the next ten seconds who you are, then I shall turn you into a demon who shall slave for me for all eternity.” 
 
    The first second I let pas with no hurry. After all, I wanted to seem like someone of worth. People of worth never hurried. 
 
    It was in the third second that I began to speak. 
 
    “I am Ranik, a friend of yours. A friend from the heart. I have been told that you can bless one with the power to view their stats.” 
 
    I took the full ten seconds the queen had given me to say this. She didn’t make any attempt at harming me and I was pleased with myself. 
 
    “And why should I bless you with the ability to see stats?” the queen asked. She was testing me, I could feel it. I would have to pick my words wisely. 
 
    “Humans fear the succubi,” I said, “and here I am having come to your tent myself, no one has forced me or put me under a charm or anything of the kind.” 
 
    The queen smiled. 
 
    “That is true. No human ever comes with full control of their head. That is an accomplishment. Still, I do not give without taking. There is no sense to give without taking. If I give you the power to view your stats, then what will you give me in return?” 
 
    “Myself,” I said. “My loyalty. My trust. All that is me.” 
 
    A thoughtful shadow came over the queen. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t say anything to offend you?” I said. I was unsure now. Was the queen pleased with me or not? I had hoped that coming to her presence with no fear would be enough to please her. Now, I wasn’t sure. Well, if anything turned wrong, I could still used the magic sand. It will add a few more years to my age in the span of seconds, but I would escape a worse fate. 
 
    The queen looked into my eyes directly. Her eyes were like pristine black orbs. 
 
    “I think I can actually use you,” she said, thoughtfully. “But I would need to be sure if I can.” 
 
    “If I come to your use, would you give me the power of to view stats?” 
 
    “Gladly,” the queen said. 
 
    I had never been happier. 
 
    The queen told me to wait in the tent, and then she went out. She was away for almost two hours. Sitting alone in the tent I began to wonder if she would ever return, or if she planned to do something that would ultimately be harmful to me. But I waited patiently. I still had the sand. Not a lot of it remained, and it was what gave me courage in the situation. 
 
    Finally she returned. 
 
    “I have thought over this,” she said. “You shall come of use to me. Of exceedingly great use. I am thankful that you came here.” 
 
    “And what would you use me for?” I asked. Unlike the last time when I had given away my town to the wizard, I wanted to make sure of everything before making the deal.  
 
    “A time would come when I would have to abandon this body of mine and temporarily take shelter in ten different… let’s call them vessels. If I use you, I would need to take shelter in your body and only in three other vessels. It would also speedup the process.” 
 
    “And would it harm my body in any way?” I asked. I looked intently at her. I ignored her charm. If she lied then her face would give her away, and I would need to catch the lie and not be blind. 
 
    But the queen wasn’t lying. It was clear. 
 
    “It wouldn’t,” she said. “I want you to trust me. Our very nature has made us untrustworthy to humans. I can also feel a certain amount of resistance in you to my charms. And I am the one who has the most charms. I do not want to flatter you. But I am impressed by this quality of yours.” 
 
    Maybe she was flattering me. I didn’t know. I just nodded. 
 
    “I will trust you,” I told her. 
 
    She shook a finger at me. A smile hung at the edge of her rosy lips. 
 
    “You do not, not till now. But I want you to trust me. I shall give you what you came seeking here right now.” 
 
    “The power to view my stats?” I said. My heart picked up pace. 
 
    “Yes. Now, kneel before me.” 
 
    I readily did that. The queen placed her hand over my head. For a moment I wasn’t sure if this was a trick of hers or if she was really going to give me what I had sought my entire life. 
 
    I felt a buzz take hold of my head. It was over in a few heartbeats. 
 
    The queen wasn’t tricking me. 
 
    For there, right in my vision, I could see all the stats I had ever wanted to see. 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 11: Lanak Tanor 
 
    Lana was still asleep. I had laid her down on the floor of the Sphere and it didn’t look like she was going to wake up soon. She must have given a lot of effort to overturn the cauldron. I would have to tell her to use her powers more sparingly in the future. 
 
    As for the girl, she had woken up. But so far she had been staring at the windscreen with a dazed expression. I had tried talking to her but to no response of any sort from her. Danor would kept glancing furtively at her 
 
    “It’s a trap!” the girl cried all of a sudden. My concentration broke and the Sphere declined in height. I had to put in extra effort to stop the craft from plummeting down to earth. I looked at the girl. It was normal for tamed succubi to come to themselves with a start. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked her. 
 
    “It’s a trap,” the girl said again, looking at me earnestly. 
 
    “What is?” I asked. I wondered if the girl was saying something from her dreams or if she had actual information about a trap which could be useful for us. 
 
    “The three villages,” the girl said, “each village has been made to believe that the other two villages are using black magic and would soon be attacking them. There will be a great battle.” 
 
    “Are the villages close to each other?”  I asked. 
 
    “Yes, just a few kilometres away from each other,” the girl replied. 
 
    “Let me check,” I said. I opened up the map given to me by the wizard in my vision. I searched for three glowing spots that were near each other. But they weren’t there. 
 
    “Are the succubi doing this?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. The queen spoke to us… in our minds.” 
 
    I looked at the girl uneasily. 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “A place not far from the three villages,” she replied. 
 
    “Would you like me to drop you there?”  
 
    “That would be kind. I doubt anybody I ever knew still lives there though.” 
 
    “How long ago did you turn into a succubus?” I asked. Usually tamed succubi remembered everything about their real lives. That was one of the reasons why I felt so guilty after killing a succubus, knowing full well that they had the possibility of regaining their old selves. 
 
    “Twenty three years ago.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this attack thing?” 
 
    “Yes. The shamans were fooled. They thought the black magic they were detecting was being created by the shamans of the other two villages. When the three villages are battling each other, the succubi and the demons would attack. All the men would be turned to demons and then the succubi and the demons would go for the women in the villages. If we do not warn the villages when they first come to battle then we would not be able to save them.” 
 
    “But I thought succubi first attacked by charm.” 
 
    “Not this time. They have been ordered to forego their nature for the first time by the queen. The queen wants more demons and more succubi as fast as she can. She is awakening an ancient goddess in Mount Succubus.” 
 
    “What do you say, Danor?” I asked, turning at the big man. “Help them?” 
 
    It was a female’s voice that replied: Lana. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “We must help them.”  
 
    “When did you wake up?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a few moments back. I heard about the attack she told about.” 
 
    Just then a pop up appeared in my vision.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You have completed a new sub-quest! 
    
  You have successfully destroyed the pill manufacturing facility! 
    
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I reckoned I was receiving this notification so late as Lana had played the biggest role in completing the sub-quest by overturning the cauldron and she had been asleep till now and had only just woken up. 
 
    And then, yet another pop-up appeared. My heart shot to the sky in glee. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You receive a new reward! 
    
  You will now age half of what you normally age after taming a succubus! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Less aging? Now that’s good. The one reason I had given up the job earlier was due to the aging. 
 
    The girl showed us the direction to the place where the villages would battle. It was a big grassland. There were few trees. There was an elevation on one side. The girl said that the succubi and the demons would come from there. 
 
    After taking a look around the grassland, I directed the craft towards the village which had once been the home of the girl. I landed the craft just outside the village. 
 
    The guards came running, obviously fearing we might be a threat.  
 
    “Sister!” one of the guards suddenly stopped and cried, his eyes fixed at the girl. 
 
    “Is that you, Mandy?” the girl said. Her eyes were swelling with tears. 
 
    She went running to the guard who was her brother and hugged him. 
 
    “Where were you so many years?” the brother asked and even he was crying. “So much has changed.” 
 
    “It was the succubi, they took me. I will never wander away from now on. How is father?” 
 
    “He is no more. He passed away the very year you disappeared.” 
 
    The girl sobbed hard. 
 
    “But you can come and live with me now,” the brother said. “I thought I would never see you again. But look at the marvels of fate!” 
 
    We left the girl. The reunion had been a touching one. The brother looked twice the age of the girl, even though he was actually the younger one of the siblings. I decided to make the craft however a good distance above the grassland where the said battle was going to occur. Making the craft hover also put considerably less pressure on my mind than when I made it to move in a particular direction. 
 
    For an entire day we thus waited. 
 
    With every passing hour I grew more and more doubtful if the battle would indeed occur. I surely didn’t want to waste any time. When night fell, Lana went out of the craft. She descended down to the forest and brought fruits for us.  
 
    “I saw people down there,” she said as she handed us the juicy looking fruits. 
 
    “People?” 
 
    “Yes, warriors. But I nearly gave them a good fright. I think the battle is going to begin soon.” 
 
    At the dead of the night. What a great time to battle! 
 
    We quickly ate the fruits that Lana had brought. 
 
    “Hell, even I can see them now,” Danor said peeking down the windshield.  
 
    “But we can’t just tell them to return to their villages, can we?” Lana said. 
 
    “Anything else you think we can do?” I asked, giving her a mildly sarcastic look. She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Danor, you’ve got the loudest voice. You yell at everyone down there to stop, all right?” 
 
    By now, I could see the glow of hundreds of torches down below. Yes, the battle was going to rage soon. And unless we stopped it before it occurred, there would be utter chaos. 
 
    Danor opened the lid and poked his head out through the entry hole. 
 
    I made the craft land in the very centre of the grassland. 
 
    “Stop it! Stop the battle!” Danor cried at the top of his voice. But there was nobody immediately near to us. A rumble took over the ground. 
 
    From three different directions, men waving swords and axes came running. 
 
    “Let me get out,” Lana said. She pushed Danor away. 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” I cried. “You aren’t that powerful!” Sure she had overturned a giant cauldron earlier, but she could definitely not stop three villages with her powers. On top of that every time she used her powers she was knocked out for a few hours. 
 
    But she had already gone out. 
 
    ‘Darn it,” I said. I too climbed out. Lana was waiting outside for the warriors of the three villages to come near. What was she thinking? I heard a sound behind, and saw that Danor too was coming out of the Sphere and he was now stuck in the entry hole. 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    I didn’t bother to pull him out, though I could hear him trying like mad. 
 
    Closer and closer the armies came. 
 
    Lana made herself hover above us. She raised her arms to the air and signalled the villages to stop. 
 
    This would have worked wonderfully during the day, but in the moonless night, it was of no point. 
 
    “Lana, they won’t see you!” I said from below. All the three villages were charging directly towards us. She waved her arms and signalled the villagers to stop again. It was in vain. Then I realised Lana was not really in any immediate harm. She could fly. If anyone would be harmed within the next few seconds it was me and Danor, still stuck in the hole.  
 
    I had to save my own skin, before I could save the villages from themselves or the succubi. I grabbed Danor’s arms and I pulled him out. 
 
    Then I myself entered the craft. 
 
    “Hey, don’t leave me here!” Danor cried. 
 
    “I am not leaving you,” I said. “Get in before they reach us.” 
 
    Danor was once again stuck trying to get inside the craft. I had to pull him in. 
 
    I made the craft take off. I saw Lana outside, waving at the villagers, none of whom saw her. 
 
    “You stay in, all right?” I said to Danor. Him getting stuck in the entry hole caused a few too many problems. I went out through the hole, of course I still kept the craft afloat a dozen metres from the ground. Once out, I stood up on the top of the craft. The contact with the top of the craft with my feet allowed me to control it. 
 
    Only then did I realise that it was not enough to be floating a few metres above the ground. 
 
    I watched as the already dark sky turned darker. Thousands of arrows were being shot by one village. The arrows were coming directly at us. Lana however had her back turned to the arrows. I moved the craft towards her and I grabbed her arm and then I made the craft shoot up to the heights where no arrow could reach. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Lana protested. “They were going to notice me.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but you didn’t have the time,” I said. And then I pointed at the arrows even as they rained down on the warriors of the other villages who had now reached the spot in the grassland where we had been only a few seconds back. 
 
    Lana just gaped. She had apparently not expected the arrows at all. 
 
    She looked at me, quite befuddled. 
 
    “Thank… thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Listen to me from now on, all right?” I said to her. She nodded, still quite befuddled. 
 
    The warriors of the different villages clashed. It was hand to hand combat now. If we didn’t stop the battle in the next few minutes then we would never be able to stop it at all. The succubi and the demons would come. Taming one succubi sucked all mental energy, dealing with hundreds was impossible. 
 
    Then I had a sudden idea. Many of the warriors below were carrying torches. Lana’s idea of signalling the villages earlier would have worked, only if she had been more visible. If she could get her hands on a couple of torches that would do the trick. After all, only a blind person would miss it when torches were dancing in the sky, right? 
 
    “Lana, get a couple of the torches and then signal the warriors to stop,” I told her. 
 
    Lana however still was in a state of befuddlement. Apparently, the knowledge that she could have died because of her ignorance had hit her too hard. 
 
    “Hey, Lana,” I said. I placed a hand on her shoulder. I would have done the job myself. Except it would be a very difficult thing to manoeuvre the craft in such a way that I could grab torches from the warriors without crashing the craft or without falling off from it myself. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Ye… yes,” she said. “I will do it. I’ll get the torches.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. Lana jumped down from the craft. I thought she would come to a hovering position due to her magical powers, but instead she plummeted straight to the ground. That would mean certain death for her! I recalled she needed concentration to fly. 
 
    I made the craft dive down myself at full speed. I had to catch to the lid to not fall off even as the wind hit me hard. I couldn’t afford to let Lana die. She was just too important for the quest, especially with her powers. More importantly, I think I liked her. As a friend… and more. 
 
    Just before Lana hit the ground, she seemed to come back to herself and she shot back to the air. Thank the gods! I myself slowed down the craft. Lana seemed to zero down on some of the warriors who were carrying the torches. Now she dived towards them and this time she had full control over herself. 
 
    She wrenched two of the torches from the hands of the warriors and then she flew to the sky, torches in hand.  
 
    “Look at the sky!” the soldier cried out.  
 
    Lana began to fly in circles over the battlefield. I could hear her shouting at the top of her voice. 
 
    “Stop the fight! This is a trap!” 
 
    I heard some soldier yell at others to shoot her down. But all of them were so mystified at her that they didn’t seem capable to let loose an arrow at her or to throw a spear at her. Lana’s act considerably calmed down the soldiers. There was barely any one fighting anymore. 
 
    Finally, Lana descended down to the centre of the battle field. I followed suite and I landed the craft just beside her. It was the first time they were seeing the craft or me and another wave of awe rippled over the soldiers. 
 
    “Stop the fighting!” I shouted. 
 
    “Who are you?”  asked one soldier, who had received a fresh cut across his face. “More importantly, what are you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I said and I said it with authority. “But I want to ask you all a question— Why are you all fighting?” 
 
    “They are doing black magic rituals,” one warrior said, pointing a blood drenched sword at some other warriors, “the bastards want to harm our village.” 
 
    The warriors he had pointed at threw themselves at him and a sword fight ensued. Lana flew over to them, grabbed two of them with hands and she flew up to the sky. 
 
    “Let’s me go!” each of the warriors cried. 
 
    “Are you sure of that?” Lana asked them. She was at least fifty metres above the ground. Letting them go would break more than a bone or two in their bodies. 
 
    “How did you know that they are doing black magic?” I asked another soldier. 
 
    “The shaman of our village detected the vile black magic of theirs,” he replied. 
 
    There was a sound behind me. It was Danor, poking his head out through the hole. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on?” he asked me innocently. 
 
    “Please Danor,” I said, more like pleaded him, “do not try to come out through that hole.” 
 
    With a guilty face, Danor’s head went below the hole again. Thank the gods for that! 
 
    I turned at the soldiers that were gathered around the craft. Lana came down and placed the two soldiers she had taken up. They kissed the ground, frightened to their cores. 
 
    “My friends,” I addressed everyone, “let me tell the truth to you. You all have been fooled by a bunch of demons into believing that you are going to attack each other. The black magic your shamans detected belonged to the demons. They are the succubi and their male slaves. In a few minutes the succubi and their male minions would appear right around that place.” I pointed at the slightly elevated ground where the girl had earlier told me the succubi would appear. 
 
    The soldiers began to look at each other, unsure. 
 
    “How do you know this?” one asked. He had fought in many battles. That he had only two fingers and a thumb in one hand provided testimony to this. “And if it is indeed true, what profit do you have in stopping the battle?” 
 
    I slapped a palm on my forehead. Men in the midst of their battle really did think more with their swords than with their heads. 
 
    “I am trying to prevent you all from killing each other and here you are asking me about how I would profit!” I said. “Are you all really idiots? And let me make this clear to you. The succubi have many tricks to make slaves out of you. Once they are done with you they will go over to your villages. There they will turn the women of your villages into succubi as well.” 
 
    It was at this point that three men, all tall and possessing chiselled faces that spoke of years of leading others, pushed their way to me. 
 
    “I am the chieftain of Angrok,” one said. 
 
    “I am the chieftain of Balit,” the second one said. 
 
    “And I am the chieftain of Xeoris,” the third one said. 
 
    “Is what you say absolutely true?” the first one asked me, there was much authority in his tone. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied with firmness. 
 
    The Angrok chieftain looked at the other two chieftains. 
 
    “Our village has not been involved with black magic, has yours?” 
 
    “No,” the other two replied promptly. 
 
    “Then that is settled,” the Angrok chieftain said. “We have been killing each other for no reason. I for one believe this young man. Our three villages were founded by three brothers of the same parents. It is a pity that we did not trust each other. But I extend a hand of friendship to you both. Let’s end all the killing and become allies so that we can fight the one true enemy that we will have to face as this young man here says.” 
 
    The other two chieftains were at agreement with him. All three shook hands and embraced each other. They also agreed that their shamans might have made a mistake in detecting the source of magic. I was relieved.  
 
    Alas, it the relief was not to last for long. 
 
    A cry pierced the night air. It came from the skies high above. Everybody was stricken with fear and they looked up. 
 
    There was a snake. In the clouds. A snake with wings and limbs. 
 
    A dragon. 
 
    It was descending down fast. 
 
    Unlike the last time when the dragon had fallen towards me, this dragon seemed to be in control of itself. It wasn’t plummeting uncontrollably. It was diving. Straight at us. It’s intentions didn’t seem good.  
 
    We acted too slow, paralysed as we were with fear. The dragon flew over the hundreds of soldiers that were in the battlefield. 
 
    The dragon breathed fire. And as it did so its face was illuminated. I recognised it as the same male dragon that I had earlier met. His eyes were green. I was sceptic he would ask me help again. 
 
    Men cried out. Some ran, their hair and clothes on fire. Others still immediately dropped down dead. 
 
    “A dragon?” Lana said, looking at me, “But the girl never told us one would attack.” 
 
    “Well, apparently the queen changed her plans,” I said. I looked at the chieftains. 
 
    “Flee from here, all right?” I said, “It’s for the best interests of your villages. Do not try to show off your brawn and think you can kill the monster. We’ll try to distract it and give you time to flee.” 
 
    The chieftains nodded. They yelled at their villagers to pick all the dead and the wounded and to flee towards the trees. The grassland was too open a place.  
 
    Once more the dragon descended. Flames leapt out of his mouth at the men below.  
 
    “We’ll need to distract it,” I said to Lana, “divert its attention and take it away from here.” Lana nodded. I meanwhile re-entered the Sphere. 
 
    I made the Sphere shoot to the sky in pursuit of the dragon, which was ascending. I could see from the windshield that Lana was shooting to the sky as well. I climbed out of the entry hole. The dragon was moving in a very snake like way in the sky. I made the Sphere approach the head of the dragon. 
 
    “Hey, you!” I cried, though because of the rush of the wind I didn’t know if it was possible for the dragon to hear me. Lana went and landed on the neck of the dragon, just behind its head. 
 
    This finally made the dragon realise our presence. He was irritated. He shot flames into the air, trying to get rid of Lana. But the flames were a good distance away from her to do her any harm, even though I knew that she was feeling the heat by the way she held her hands in front of her face. I made the Sphere go even near to the head of the giant lizard. My eyes met with the dragon’s. The moment seemed to linger as the green in the dragon’s eye seemed to disappear for a second or two. And then the green was back. The dragon opened his mouth wide. 
 
    I thought he was going to shoot flames at us, but he didn’t. Instead the dragon caught the Sphere in between his jaws. Mere moments before a dagger-like teeth of the dragon beheaded me, I was able to re-enter the craft through the entry hole. 
 
    Danor was in a total state of fear inside the Sphere. As if things couldn’t get any worse, the dragon swallowed the Sphere in a very unexpected move. He could have crushed us in between its teeth, or he could have destroyed us with his flames, but he chose to swallow us. 
 
    The Sphere entered the darkness of the Dragon’s throat. It felt strange as the Sphere slowly made its way down the food pipe of the dragon. 
 
    Wait a minute… it was not like I couldn’t control the situation. 
 
    I could control the Sphere still. Regardless of where the craft was. 
 
    I concentrated hard. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danor said, for I was making the Sphere go deeper into the dragon instead of towards its mouth. “You want us to end up as dragon poop?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I reassured, “I had a plan.” 
 
    I wanted to go to the stomach of the dragon so that it would be easier for me to push the dragon in a particular direction. Any direction would lead the beast away from the skies over the grassland, where I reckoned the villagers still were. It was not easy after all for hundreds of men to clear a battlefield in the timeframe of a few seconds. 
 
    I began to concentrate hard, in a way that I had never concentrated on controlling the craft before. The craft began to push against the stomach of the dragon. I knew by the end of all this I would feel entirely spent. But I had to do this. Lives of hundreds of men were at stake here.  
 
    The dragon wasn’t fighting back either. Most probably because he was not in a real position to fight back. How is anyone supposed to fight a giant ball in their stomach that is trying to take them in a different direction? But then I also remembered how the eyes of the dragon had turned to normal if only for a couple of seconds. I knew the dragon  only went wild when the green took over its eyes. His true self was fighting to take over his own body. I recalled the dream I had seen from the dragon’s perspective and all that had gone through my head then. 
 
    I knew that the dragon was ultimately a good being. But he was not in total control of himself. He was a slave of the succubi. 
 
    I kept pushing the Sphere against the side of the dragon’s stomach.  After a great period of time the body of the dragon hit the ground. It wasn’t a hard impact, which was good. Perhaps the dragon had flapped his wings at the very last moment to save himself and us. 
 
    The stomach of the dragon began to contract, the muscles pushing us in the direction of his mouth. In a few minutes the craft lay outside in a splatter of dragon vomit. 
 
    I pushed open the lid of the Sphere. The dragon lay on the ground a few metres away. His eyes were not glowing green. Lana still had the torches with her, and she was hovering over the ground a few metres away. We had come a long way away from the grassland. The trees grew here in more numbers, even though they grew at good distance from each other unlike some of the forests I had been to ever since I embarked on this quest. 
 
    The craft was stinking of dragon vomit. 
 
    I jumped down onto the ground, careful to not land on any dragon vomit. 
 
    I approached the dragon. I knew it was safe to do so. At least until his eyes turned green again. 
 
    “This can get dangerous,” Lana warned. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said to her, “I got this.” 
 
    “I met you the other day, didn’t I?” I asked the dragon. 
 
    “Yes,” the dragon said. He looked quite spent.  
 
    I touched his face near the eye. 
 
    “That dream… you showed it to me, didn’t you?” 
 
    The dragon made a small nod, indicating that he had. 
 
    “I am a slave of the succubi,” he said in a weak voice, “I was lured out of the bowels of the earth by the succubi queen. I fly from one end of the sub-continent to the other, carrying the gooey liquid which is used to calm Mount Succubus.” 
 
    “You asked me for help,” I said. 
 
    “I still need your help, if you are willing to help,” the dragon said, there was much hope in his voice. “I have seen the powers that you possess. My meeting with you earlier in the river and again my meeting with you here is no coincidence. Some power, greater than something that I can understand, wants to have the succubi queen defeated. But we would need to fight for that. That same power will just as easily side with the succubi queen if we accept defeat or consider ourselves too powerless to do anything.” 
 
    Hearing these words I knew what power the dragon was referring to. It was not something he could comprehend, for he had never lived in the real world, but I had. My mind went back to the time when I had first heard of the Second World. My son had read out some of the points in the instruction manual of the game world capsule. The first line had been that I would have to repeatedly need to fight back my existence. The developers of the Second World had thought that eventually the Second World would be crowded by so many players that it would be impossible to live there anymore. Of course they hadn’t anticipated the war that was to breakout shortly after the Second World was launched.  
 
    Dani, my son, had said, absentmindedly rubbing his red beard, “there will be factors in the Second World that would want to help you to overcome the odds. You will need to respect those factors. If you ignore them then the odds will gain the upper hand. And the odds will keep on coming, that is how the population of the Second World would be regulated. You would not be an immortal in that world, at least not if you bow down to the odds. The odds are there to continuously test you. Once in a while, it would seem like they have gone, but they would always return, and you would need to prove your worth to them by defeating them. You would have to reclaim your existence.” 
 
    Dani had looked quite like a wise man in his mid-sixties as he had read those lines. My heart wept at the thought of Dani. My son. He was gone now. 
 
    I snapped back to the present. I realised that the quest that I had been offered was really a test that was going to decide whether I was worthy of living in the Second World. While the influx of new players into the Second World had fallen steeply, thanks to the war, the game world still went about in the same manner that it had been designed. The dragon was the favourable factor in this quest. I would have to listen to him. I would have to help him. 
 
    “I will help you,” I said to the dragon. The dragon managed a meagre smile. 
 
    “I do not know for how many more moments that I can keep control over myself,” the dragon sad, “but I would like to wreck as much damage on the succubi and the demons that must now be coming to the battlefield, expecting the three villages to be in the midst of battle. I have rested enough, and now I shall go and take some vengeance over them before the curse takes over me and turns me into a mindless slave again.” 
 
    “But how should we help you?” 
 
    “There is a single weapon in this entire world that can kill me. At least as far as the outer world is concerned. You must kill me with that weapon.” 
 
    I was aghast. Had the fall from the sky wrecked some damage on the brain of the giant reptile? 
 
    “But why do you want me to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “You would not understand. But killing me is important. Not far from this place there is a sword, half buried in stone. You must pull out the sword. Beware, it will not be easy. The myth of the sword is spread all about the villages in these parts and if you ask the villagers they can point you in the direction of the sword. Once the sword is found, you must find me. It shouldn’t be hard to find me. I fly in a straight line that passes right over this place to Mount Succubus, I hope you know where that is?” 
 
    I nodded vigorously. I had the map after all. 
 
    “Kill me with the sword and pull out my heart. My heart would still be beating. The succubi queen plans to carry out a ritual in a few days which involves sheltering her soul in the body of one man who voluntarily signed up for it, and three vessels. Find the vessel nearest to this place and destroy it with my heart.” 
 
    The dragon beat his wings and he took off. There was much strain on his face, showing how much effort he required to take off. 
 
    “I hope you will accomplish the task,” he said. He turned towards the grassland in the distance. Even from here I could hear the rumbling sound of thousands of feet coming from that direction. The demons?  
 
    “And now it’s time for some revenge.”  
 
    The dragon flew away.  
 
    I turned towards the Sphere. It would require some serious cleaning. 
 
    Lana seemed to have read my thoughts. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have an idea,” she said. She came to me and lifted me up and put me back inside the Sphere through the entry hole. She herself came inside as well. “I hope you can make the Sphere spin as fast as possible?” she asked. 
 
    I immediately understood. 
 
    I made the Sphere hover a few feet over the ground and then I made it spin. 
 
    “This is going to give you a serious spin,” I said, as I increased the speed. After a few moments I was done. I felt like the craft was still spinning, even though I had made it land. 
 
    But the trick had worked. The windshield was clean of any dragon vomit and I reckoned other parts of the Sphere had become clean as well. However, the stench would remain for a while on the outside of the Sphere. 
 
    “How do you drive this thing?” Lana asked me curiously. 
 
    “With my head of course,” I said.  
 
    “I mean, are you the only one who is capable of driving this Sphere?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure. But if someone else wanted to take the responsibility for the Sphere for a while, I would only be relieved. 
 
    “Dunno,” I said. “Maybe anyone who can see stats can drive this thing around.” 
 
    “I can see stats,” Lana said matter-of-factly. 
 
    My eyes fell on the hand print on the control desk. 
 
    “Try putting your hand over it,” I told Lana. She did accordingly. Immediately I received a notification. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to transfer the control of the Sphere to Lana? 
    
  Yes/No? 
    
  Caution: Transfer the control of the Sphere only to someone you trust. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I selected ‘yes’. 
 
    “The craft is yours now for the time being,” I told Lana, “but return it to me once you feel like you are lifting a mountain with your head.” 
 
    Lana made the craft fly. I was now a passenger. It was much more fun to be one than to be the pilot.  
 
    The craft climbed enough height that we could see the battlefield in the distance. I couldn’t see any of the villagers there. I thanked the gods that they had been able to flee. There were only the succubi and the demons. And the dragon was taking his revenge on them, bathing them in his flames. 
 
    I did not really want him to do that, I realised. But on the positive side he was distracting the succubi enough that they wouldn’t go after any villagers whom might be still nearby.  
 
    I wished my taming powers could increase ten times to what I had. I sighed. After a while the green would return to the dragon’s eyes and then he would once again become a slave of the succubi. Perhaps they would punish him for what he is doing to them right now? I hoped not. 
 
    “Search for the villagers,” I said to Lana. “They must have not gone far. We can ask them about the sword.” 
 
    “You trust the dragon right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “We have to trust him. Besides, he hates the succubi, what could be better?” 
 
    “I would really like to stretch my legs, sir,” Danor murmured. 
 
    He had been inside the sphere the entire while. I looked at the entry hole. Was there any way to make it bigger so that he could get in and out with ease? 
 
    “Do it when we land next time,” I told him. “I am sorry, but you keep getting stuck. It creates a bit of a problem.” 
 
    Danor hung his head. But then suddenly pointed at the forests below excitedly.  
 
    “I think I can see the silhouettes of hundreds of people moving there,” he said. 
 
    Lana lowered the craft towards that particular section of the forest. They were indeed the villagers, retreating to their respective villages. I went out through the entry hole and I stood at the top of the Sphere beside the lid. 
 
    “Hey!” I called out. Many of the people who were directly below us stopped and they looked up. They had extinguished their torches and now somebody lit one up. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you something,” I said. 
 
    “Anything,” the men below said, “you saved our lives today after all.” 
 
    “Do you know about the myth of the sword in the stone?” 
 
    Suddenly the men all fell silent. I didn’t get it. 
 
    “So you don’t know?” I asked. 
 
    “We do,” a man said. A skinny one. Yet he held a fat sword in his hand. “But… but it’s not something that we like to talk about a lot.” 
 
    “Why is that so?” I asked. 
 
    The man cast a nervous glance at his companions as if seeking their permission to speak on the subject. 
 
    “Evils are associated with it,” he said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I said. I didn’t care about any evils. I needed the sword. I had to get it at all costs. “Tell me about this myth.” 
 
    The man cleared his throat. But then he seemed to lose courage. 
 
    “Um, can you descend to the ground?” he asked, more like pleaded, “I do not want to shout the myth to you since you are so high up.” 
 
    I put my head inside the craft through the entry hole. 
 
    “Put the craft down,” I told Lana. 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain,” Lana said. And she winked at me. So, she wanted to get playful with me now? But she lowered the craft. It forced its way down past the branches of the trees. It also ended up crushing several bushes and shrubs underneath it. 
 
    I jumped to the ground and went near the skinny man.  
 
    “You can speak the myth in my ear if you want to,” I told him. I was actually serious, but some of the other villagers laughed. 
 
    “Tell it to him like a man, Gomur,” they told him. 
 
    “Fine,” Gomur the skinny man said, shooting the others a glare. Once again he cleared his throat and began. Lana and Danor too came out of the craft, the latter requiring some help to get out. 
 
    “A long time ago, there were two lovers,” Gomur said. Great, a spooky love story, I thought. “The boy had met the girl one day when he had been out to gather wood. She wasn’t one who lived in his village, and at that time there were no other villages for hundreds of miles in any direction. But he found her wounded at the base of a tree and he helped her by treating her with medicinal herbs he knew of.  
 
    “The girl thanked the boy and went, not telling him from whence she came. And then the boy met her once again. This time the boy had fallen off from the top of a tree while trying to pluck fruits. His back was broken, but the girl seemed to be the finest of physicians herself and she mended the body’s back in mere hours. The next day the boy met her again, and he continued to meet her after that for a good many days. Eventually a love developed between the two of them. He told his friends and family about the girl and they wished to see her. But when he asked the girl to accompany him to his village, she refused to go, saying that her village would never accept her and she ran away in tears—” 
 
    “Nah, she didn’t run away in tears,” one of the other villagers interjected. “She didn’t cry until she was brought to the village.” 
 
    “She ran away laughing,” yet another villager said. “My mother told me this story a thousand times before when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, turning at the particular villager who had spoken. He was rather short. “Why did your mother tell you the myth if speaking it out loud is not considered a good thing?” 
 
    “Well, speaking it out loud is a bad thing,” the man replied, “my mother would whisper the myth to me. You know I would leave her in peace at night if she didn’t tell me. Only after I heard the myth would I fall asleep.” 
 
    “Really?” another man asked, “You must have heard it a thousand times during your childhood then. I think the shamans say it is not a good idea to hear the myth too much during childhood. I reckon it is one of the reasons why you are short—” 
 
    “Enough!” Gomur, the original teller of the myth cried out, holding up his arms in sheer exasperation. “Do you want me to continue telling the story or not? And the girl cried, all right? I am not going to change that. If you don’t want to listen then you can get lost.” 
 
    Everyone else fell silent. They seemed to fear irritating Gomur. He had a bad temper. 
 
    Gomur coughed. He closed his eyes, so that his face now appeared more relaxed, and he continued speaking, 
 
    “The girl ran away in tears, and the boy didn’t meet again her for a long time, probably a year, or the next season. Something like that.  
 
    “Anyway, when he met her again, the boy said that he wouldn’t let the girl leave him again at all cost. He told her of the many sleepless nights he had had to endure, his mind seeking her constantly. He told her that he loved her more than anything. The girl agreed to go to the village, but before she did she asked him to make a promise—That if the villagers refused to accept her, then something would happen that would forever join the two of them together.  
 
    “When the boy took the girl to his village, the elders there realised that in truth the girl was a sorceress. The girl pleaded that she was a sorceress, but she loved the boy dearly and she had never meant any harm to anyone. But the villagers began to throw sticks at her. The boy tried to protect her, blocking the sticks with his own body. But the villagers decided that the boy had committed a sin by bringing the sorceress to the village, and they began to throw sticks and stones at him too. The girl and the boy embraced each other in their final moments. They were bleeding heavily, several stones having struck their heads.  
 
    “The girl asked the boy if he wanted to keep his promise of never being separated from her and he told her that he did. All of a sudden dark clouds came over the sky, even though it had been a sunny day till then. Darkness fell, and thunder was heard. Lighting flashed. As the villagers were fear struck at the change in the mood of the sky, a young boy, barely more than seven years of age, pointed at the spot where the boy and the girl had been until then. The lighting had taken away the attention of the villagers for a few seconds and in the intervening period the sorceress had cast her spell. She had turned into a stone and the boy had become a sword. And thus it has remained till day. 
 
    “Over the centuries many have tried to pull the sword out of the stone, but everyone failed. The stone itself would not move from its spot. For a while, people who boasted of their strength would folk over to the village to try their hand at pulling out the sword only to return defeated. As people realised that the sword and the stone couldn’t be separated from each other, they began to lose interest in it. A great sickness came over the village as well, so that most of its inhabitants died out. The few who survived fled, and with them they carried the myth that the village was cursed. Over time the forest claimed the village and no trace of the houses or the walls remain any more. However, the stone still remains embedded in it the sword.” 
 
    Gomur finished and for a few seconds there was only silence. An owl hooted some distance away. 
 
    “See?” a man said, fear writ on his face, “Even telling the myth makes the owl hoot.” 
 
    “So where is this stone?” Lana asked from behind me. 
 
    “About ten kilometres from here, Gomur replied, “Just near the stone a tree has grown. It is the largest tree in this entire forest. I think you wouldn’t miss it if you go in that flying craft of yours.” 
 
    I thanked the villagers for telling us the myth and the location of the stone despite the superstitions and fears that they held concerning the stone. And then we went on our way. Lana manoeuvred the craft, while Danor and I kept our eyes on the forest below, our gaze searching for the tree. It might be big, but there was a good possibility that we might miss it in the darkness of the night. 
 
    But we shouldn’t have worried. The tree really was big. It was at least thrice the size of the average tree that grew in the forest. Lana made the craft circle the tree. Due to the poor lighting however, we couldn’t see what was at the base of the tree. 
 
     “So what do we do next?” Lana asked me. “Captain?” she added. 
 
    I pursed my lips in thought. 
 
    “Let me go down,” Danor said, “If I find the stone I will tell you.” 
 
    “There can be dangers there,” I said. 
 
    “They are just superstitions,” Lana said. “Believe me, I know a fair bit about superstitions.” 
 
    “Well, some superstitions have their root in truths,” I said. “I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “Mowa would have taken his chances,” Lana said, looking away, a sadness in her tone. 
 
    “Who is Mowa?” I asked, confused for I had never heard the name. 
 
    Lana seemed to be lost in thought. She snapped out suddenly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Mowa…  it’s a person right?” 
 
    “A good friend,” Lana said, “he’s probably a demon now.” 
 
    So, Lana did have a boy in her life. I guess I was making my mind roam too much. I had arrived some time too late in her life. 
 
    “I am sorry it happened to him,” I said to her. 
 
    “Are we going down or not?” Danor asked, he seemed rather excited. 
 
    “The two of us are,” I said. “Lana, you control the craft. Take us near a tree so that we can climb down to the ground using it.” 
 
    “It’s all trees here,” Lana said. 
 
    Once I went out of the Sphere, I tentatively put my feet on the branch of the nearest tree. And then I began the slow climb down. Danor was above me. He was heavy. I should have sent him first. I heard a branch break, as it succumbed to the weight of his  giant body. Next moment I was hit by him even as he fell. Danor however acted quickly and he grabbed me and cradled me in a protective manner. Danor hit the ground hard and he groaned. But he hadn’t let a scratch come over me. I was grateful. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. He nodded. 
 
    “I am fine. It wasn’t a big fall for me.” Danor briskly got back to his feet.  
 
    “Thanks for protecting me,” I told him. 
 
    “You have protected me many times, sir, this is nothing,” Danor replied.  
 
    We approached the great tree. It was quite evident that there was a great stone, a boulder, at the foot of the giant tree as we could see its outline well. And when we went near to it, I saw that there was indeed a sword embedded to the stone. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, “this is actually real.” 
 
    “So what do we do? Pull it out?” Danor asked. 
 
    I didn’t feel that would do much good. 
 
    “No,” I said to him. 
 
    The people who had come to pull out the sword had been haughty. They had disregarded the love of the boy and the girl and they had tried to separate the two of them. Because of this they had failed. 
 
    “But won’t we need the sword?” Danor asked. 
 
    “We do, but…” 
 
    I suddenly kneeled down in front of the stone. I gestured Danor to do the same. 
 
    “Why are we doing this?” Danor asked, confused. 
 
    “Nobody respected their love,” I said. “All these years since the beginning, they have been here. Even after they turned to stone and sword, people tried to separate them. Clasp your hands, Danor, and close your eyes. We will not take away the sword, never with the consent of the two lovers.” 
 
    I myself clasped my hands and closed my eyes, and I bowed my head. I wanted to show the boy and the girl that I respected them and their love. I was sure the myth had roots in truth, for countless men had failed to remove the sword. 
 
    “Please,” I said, “I do not know what your true names are. But I do know of the difficulties that the two of you have had to endure. But I require the sword. I have no wish to take away the sword, but I beg that for an amount of time I need to use the sword. Lives of thousands are at stake, and the sword can come of great assistance in completing a task which would ultimately lead to saving the lives. I promise, that after the deed has been done, I would return the sword to the stone, for it is his rightful place.” 
 
    I waited, not raising my head or opening my eyes. 
 
    A minute passed. The silence hung limply. They were testing us… and our patience. 
 
    And then the stone and the sword began to glow. I could see it even with my eyes closed. I heard Danor gasp. I opened my eyes. I had thought that the stone and the sword would be glowing too bright for my eyes to really stand it. But the light, even though bright, had a certain amount of coolness to it so that my eyes didn’t hurt. 
 
    The light took the shapes of two people behind the sword and the stone, one male and the other female. 
 
    “Nobody like you has ever come here,” the female said, a sweet ring to her voice. “All want to show their brawn or ignore us altogether. Rise, both of you. You have respected our love and we shall respect you as well.” Slowly I got to my feet. Danor behind me did the same. 
 
    “I have never let him go away from me,” the female continued, “but today I shall. For I trust that you will return him to me again.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised, “even if I have to overcome odds.” 
 
    The female smiled. Then she and the male embraced. 
 
    “You can take me with you now, and accomplish the quest that you are after,” the male said. The light dimmed. Soon, we were again in darkness. 
 
    I grasped the hilt of the sword and pulled. 
 
    The sword came out like it had been buried in butter. 
 
    “You pulled it out, sir!” Danor said. 
 
    “Because they allowed me to,” I replied. A notification appeared. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You have completed a unique task by pulling out the sword from the stone! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This was followed by a fuzzy feeling. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You level up! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I absorbed the sword into my mind. Danor and I climbed up one of the trees and we were able to re-enter the craft. 
 
    “That’s impressive,” Lana said, “you got the sword at your first try.” 
 
    “A bit of respect goes a long way,” I said. 
 
    *** 
 
    We flew along the direction in which the dragon had told us that he travelled after he was possessed by the charm of the succubi. Lana and I piloted the craft alternately, so that we could maintain the top speed without having to destroy our minds with the extreme exertion. 
 
    It was at the break of a new day when we spotted the dragon, a mere spot in the far distance, moving about the sky like a small snake. 
 
    “There he is,” Lana said, who was the pilot then. 
 
    In about half an hour, we had neared the dragon such that he was flying only about a hundred metres ahead of us. We were directly behind him, so he couldn’t see us. 
 
    “How do we kill him?” Lana asked me. 
 
    I had repeated the scene many times in my mind how to carry out the task in the safest way possible. I had my plans ready. 
 
    “Fly over his back,” I said. “Keep the craft steady. I would leap out and land on his back and then I would make the distance to his chest and pull out his heart.” 
 
    It was the first time I was telling about the plan. Both Lana and Danor looked at me like I was crazy. 
 
    “We are flying thousands of feet above the earth,” Lana said, “if you make any mistake, you will fall down and that would be the end of you.” The warning was clear in her tone. 
 
    “Let Lana do it,” Danor said. “She can fly on her own, without the craft. It will be easier for her to tackle the monster.” 
 
    It was a better idea. But I was too worried that the dragon just might turn its head and breathe fire and burn her. I was the undisputed captain. I had to care for the two of them. I shook my head. 
 
    “This is my quest. I take the risks. I will do it.” 
 
    I looked at the two of them with a hard face meaning that my decision should not be questioned. 
 
    Lana shrugged. 
 
    “Fine. Just don’t die,” she said. She increased the speed, so that the Sphere moved over to the back of the dragon. I pushed opened the lid. Both the craft and the dragon were flying at full speed. The rush of air was unbelievable. 
 
    Trust the favourable factors, I told myself. And I went out. 
 
    But the craft was hovering too high above the dragon’s back. I put my head back inside the Sphere. 
 
    “Lower it further,” I told Lana. 
 
    “Any, captain,” she replied. The craft began to go lower. It was now only mere inches over the back of the dragon. 
 
    I leapt. 
 
    The wind pulled me away. I landed on the very edge of the dragon’s back, a good distance from the place over which I had leapt. For a moment I just concentrated on hanging onto the scales of the dragon. I wished the dragon had hair, it would have been easier to hold onto. But the rough scales were better than nothing. I could put my hands in between them and maintain a hold.  
 
    And then I began to make my way towards the chest of the dragon. 
 
    It was then that the dragon finally felt my presence on him. A giant claw came towards me. I moved quickly and the dragon scratched himself exactly over the spot where I had been mere seconds ago. I breathed a sigh of relief. The claw went away. I remained still for a moment. And then I resumed moving. 
 
    I began to make my way towards the chest again. I could feel the beating of the dragon’s heart. I reckoned it was gigantic. I made the sword appear in my hand. 
 
    I made a quick prayer to the gods and then I plunged the sword into the dragon’s chest. The dragon’s hide was thick and I didn’t think any other sword could have been able to cause any damage to it. But the magical sword, propelled by the power of love, went inside the hide with relative ease. 
 
    I heard a great cry leave the mouth of the dragon, which was a good distance away from the place I was hanging to. 
 
    I put my hand inside the wound I had created. 
 
    I just realised how stupid I had been. The heart would be big. I needed to make a bigger wound. 
 
    On top of that how the hell was I going to carry the heart in my hands? Lost in thought, I didn’t see the claw of the dragon come again. One of the nails struck me hard, and I fell, losing hold of the sword which was still embedded in the chest of the dragon. 
 
    I cried out like mad. Was this going to be the end of me? 
 
    I felt dizzy, not just because I was free falling, but also because I was bleeding. The nail of the dragon had pierced into my back even as it had pushed me away. 
 
    I saw my blood suspended in the air all around me. 
 
    My vision began to fade. Far away, I saw as Lana finally seemed to have realised that I had fallen and she shot the craft towards me. At the same time, I saw the figure of Danor walking on the dragon’ back. He looked so tiny! 
 
    And then blackness took over. 
 
    *** 
 
    I opened my eyes with much effort to see the face of Lana just an inch or two away from my face, peering hard at me. 
 
    “What are you exactly doing?” I asked her. 
 
    She seemed to been taken off guard by me suddenly speaking. Behind her, a few metres away, was Danor. A good distance behind Danor laid the head of the dragon, his giant tongue lolling out. 
 
    I pushed myself up. My back hurt. 
 
    “Easy, captain,” Lana said. “I can heal, but my powers are limited and they work way too slow. If that wound opens up again, consider yourself dead.” 
 
    I decided to heed her advice. I lay down again on the ground.  
 
    But I strained my eyes and I saw that when the dragon had crashed down, his body had felled hundreds of trees. And then I noticed something in Danor’s hand. It was like a sack of sorts, the size of the head of a human. It was moving rhythmically and it was drenched with blood. 
 
    The heart. 
 
    The heart of the dragon? 
 
    So small? 
 
    “Is that the dragon’s heart?” I asked. 
 
    “It is, sir,” Danor said. “I managed to pull it out. I also managed to get the sword.” 
 
    He held up the blood drenched sword he was holding with his other hand. I was relieved to see it. I had promised to return the sword to the stone and I didn’t want to break the promise at any cost. 
 
    “I reckon it was not easy saving me?” I asked Lana. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I think I will have to stop calling you captain,” she said, and she wasn’t being playful. “That decision to get the heart yourself was stupid. When we saw you falling, Danor jumped out of the Sphere. Thankfully he didn’t get stuck like usual. I made the Sphere shoot towards you. While still in mid air I had to come out of the Sphere, fly to you and get you, and then return to the falling Sphere. It wasn’t easy at all.” 
 
    “And Danor? You didn’t go back for him?” 
 
    “I rode the Dragon to earth,” Danor said with a grin. “It was exhilarating.” 
 
    So Danor basically fell thousands of feet and still survived? 
 
    “The Dragon was still flapping his wings once in a while even after his heart had been taken out,” Lana explained, probably seeing how dumbstruck I was hearing of Danor’s act. 
 
    After a while, my wound fully sealed. While the pain remained, I could sit up and stand without fearing to lose blood. I took the heart from Danor’s hand. 
 
    “Too small for a dragon, isn’t it?” Danor said. 
 
    “Heck it is,” I said. The heart was still beating. How it managed that I couldn’t fathom. 
 
    It was then that I noticed something. When I moved my hand in any particular direction, the heart would either increase its beating, or it would slow down. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked Lana and Danor. And to demonstrate the behaviour of the heart, I held it in the four different direction turn by turn. 
 
    The heart beat the fastest when I held it towards the east. 
 
    “It’s almost as if the heart wants us to travel east,” Lana said with a curious frown. 
 
    “Remember, the dragon told us that we would have to find the succubi vessel,” I said. 
 
    “So the heart leads to it?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Could there be any other possibility?” 
 
    We went to the place where the stone was and I kept the sword back in the hole in the stone. There was a flash of light.  The boy and the girl appeared in their spirit forms. They thanked us and we thanked them. 
 
    Then we travelled east, for that was the direction the heart wanted to go. 
 
    The beating of the heart just kept increasing, such that it was getting difficult to hold it in my hand anymore and I had to place it on the floor. At this rate the thing might even explode. But it didn’t. We travelled over fifty kilometres. 
 
    And then we saw the temple. It was an ancient temple, overgrown by plants. Many parts were in the process of crumbling. Fungi and moss grew rampant over it. 
 
    The trees didn’t grow very thick here and we were able to land in front of the temple. It was a strange temple. There was one main doorway, and just over the doorway there was a large ‘3’ written. Inside we could see a sarcophagus. I had a feeling that the vessel was inside the sarcophagus, because otherwise the temple was quite vacant. 
 
    Danor was about to march right inside. 
 
    “Wait!” I said and he stopped short of entering through the doorway. 
 
    Lana looked at me confusedly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you actually think this would be so easy?” 
 
    A knowing look came over the faces of Lana and Danor and they nodded. 
 
    “I don’t like that three,” I said, looking up at the number above the doorway. There was something very menacing about it. 
 
    I made my swords materialise in my hands and I handed one to Danor. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. I cast a nice glance around the place, looking for any signs of trouble. “Stay on you guard. Now we enter.” 
 
    We stepped through the doorway. The moment we did so the sarcophagus disappeared like it had never been. There was a sound above, and I saw that there were a few numbers in this side of the doorway as well. 
 
    3-0=3 
 
    Was that because three of us had entered? 
 
    I tried to go out of the doorway, but even though I could still see the Sphere outside, I couldn’t move out! It was like there was an invisible wall. 
 
    “We can’t get out,” I said to Lana and Danor. I failed to hide the panic in my voice. 
 
    They too pushed against the seemingly invisible wall. But they failed to do anything. 
 
    “We are trapped,” Lana said, her eyes wide. 
 
    “What do we do now, sir?” Danor said. Barely had he spoken that a sound reached us. The next moment the room suddenly ballooned in size and acquired the proportions of a football field, so that we were all struck with fear. 
 
    At the far end of the room I saw what could be a second doorway. 
 
    “A demon,” Danor said in a terrified voice, pointing at one corner of the room. 
 
    The demon was big. Three times the height of Danor. He had horns on his head. It was like a monster version of the demons that worked for the succubi. 
 
    The demon charged towards us. And as it did so, the size of the room contracted. From the size of a football field, it shrunk to the size of a badminton court. 
 
    The three of us leapt in different directions so that we could avoid the horns of the oncoming demon. The moment I rolled back up to my feet, the size of the room changed again, expanding. Now, Danor and Lana were a great distance away from me and also from each other. 
 
    My eyes fell on the other doorway. I realised it could be the only way out for us. I pointed towards it and signalled the others to move as fast towards it as possible, even as I myself broke into a sprint towards it. I was the one closest to it and I reached the second doorway first. There were numbers above the doorway as well. 
 
    3-1=2 
 
    There was a different room on the other side of the doorway and I tried to go to it. But I couldn’t. A translucent wall separated the other room from the one we were in. Lana and Danor reached me, panting. 
 
    “We can’t go through,” I said. 
 
    The demon was charging again. 
 
    I gritted my teeth. 
 
    “We’ll have to kill the demon,” I said. I reckoned that was the only way to unlock the doorway. 
 
    As the beast came at full speed towards us, the shape of the room shrunk. I was not able to anticipate it, though Lana and Danor were able to. The beast hit me right in the chest so that I went flying a good few metres away. I struck a wall and I slumped to the ground. My chest felt like it was on fire. 
 
    My sword was also thrown away. While I seriously doubted if I could cause any harm to the demon with the sword that I had taken from the bandits, at the same time it would have felt better to be holding it in my hands. 
 
    But then I realised something. 
 
    The demon had horns, large ones, but horns all the same. 
 
    I could tame him. 
 
    The demon came for me again, but I dodged him. It went for Danor. Danor, being the giant he himself was, met the demon like a warrior. Danor and the demon wrestled each other for a time being, and Danor was even able to stab the demon in the back. 
 
    Except the hide of the demon was too strong, and when Danor tried to stab him a second time, the sword shattered. The demons grabbed Danor by his legs and swung him away. Danor landed hard on the floor and he struggled to stand up. He must have broken a bone or two. 
 
    Then the Demon turned his attention towards Lana.  
 
    Lana used her powers to hover above him. The demon tried to leap and grab her feet and failed. Lana dived down and hit his chest with her fist. The demon recoiled. Dana was about to go for a second strike, when suddenly the room shrunk. 
 
    It shrunk so much that the room assumed the size of an elevator. All of us were centimetres away from each other. The demon ignored me and Danor, but he grabbed Lana and punched her right in the face. The next moment the room expanded again. Lana flew a long way away and hit her head on a wall. 
 
    And then the demon came for me again. 
 
    He was grinning.  
 
    I knew that while he could shrink and expand the size of the room as per his will, I also knew that he couldn’t shrink the room too much for a very long period of time. Otherwise he would have already done that and gotten all of us. 
 
    The demon charged. I waited. My back hurt like hell but I told myself that if I didn’t compose myself at this moment, then I would end up dead and no part of my body would ever hurt again. 
 
    The moment just before the demon was about to hit me with his horns, I sidestepped, effectively dodging the attack. However, the demon, overcome by inertia, kept going forward. I used the opportunity and I leapt onto his back. He tried to shake me off, but I could climb higher, using his shoulders for support and I grabbed his horns. I grasped the horns as hard as I could. 
 
    The demon cried out in pain. He fell onto his knees. I was finding that his mind had a greater barrier than the one I had to overcome while taming the succubi in the succubi-held town. 
 
    But I had also levelled up earlier, and I was able to push my mind harder. Finally the barrier gave way and I could make the mental connection. 
 
    “Get out!” I said to the black magic in his head. The black magic lashed out. It screeched and cried and tried to fight back. But I was in control. In about a minute the black magic had left the demon’s mind. 
 
    The demon began to shrink in size, his features becoming more like that of a human. In a matter of seconds the demon had totally transformed into an old man with silky white hair. I reckon succubi can really charm anyone, even people in their nineties. 
 
    The man was still unconscious, but he was small enough and more bones than flesh. I hauled him onto my shoulder. It was then that I realised that the room had shrunk back into his original size now that the demon was no longer controlling its dimensions. Danor, who had been hurt, was being helped by Lana, who herself had a dark bruise on the side of her forehead. I walked over to them. 
 
    “I tamed him,” I said, placing the man down near them. “Are you two all right?” 
 
    Danor and Lana nodded, but Danor was standing with his weight on just one leg. 
 
    “His leg is broken,” Lana said, “I might be able to fix it, but not before my own wound heals.” 
 
    I looked at the second doorway. 
 
    “I suppose, if we go inside that then there would be yet another demon waiting for us.” I still didn’t understand the numbers though. 
 
    “You two go in,” Danor said with a meek smile. “I think I am finally of no use to you, sir.” 
 
    “You fought wonderfully,” I told Danor. “Let nobody tell you that you are useless.” I turned at Lana. “Will it take long for your wound to heal?”  
 
    She touched her forehead. 
 
    “I am trying to heal it, a few minutes at best.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a few minutes, sir,” Danor said and he pointed at the second doorway. The lower portion was turning into a wall. No, not an invisible one, but one of brick and stone. 
 
    “We need to get to the other room,” I said, my heart beat picking pace. 
 
    “Then let’s go, forget my wound.” 
 
    “What about Danor?” I asked. 
 
    “I doubt he will be able to go if the two of us go,” Lana said. “Look at those number above the doorway. One subtracted from three. That means only two can enter.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, though the more I thought about it the more it made sense. I reckoned a maximum of only three people were allowed in the first room and only two were allowed in the second. 
 
    “What else will the numbers stand for?” Lana said. I nodded. I placed a hand on Danor’s shoulder. 
 
    “Be safe,” I told him. 
 
    “You too, sir,” Danor said, “Now hurry. I will stay with my new sleeping buddy.” 
 
    Lana and I passed over to the other room. The doorway sealed completely, cutting the view of Danor and the old man who had been the demon previously. 
 
    I turned to face the other room. A shudder rocked me when I saw a great snake some distance ahead of us. I breathed a sigh when I realised that the snake was actually a statue. The snake had three heads, each of them possessing a pair of horns. Had it been a living creature, it would have been an extremely hard job to tame it as I would have to tame each head separately. 
 
    “Look,” Lana said. She pointed a shivering finger at the tail of the statue. I frowned and watched, my heart sinking like a stone in water, as the tail of the statue cracked, and bits of it fell to the floor, revealing scales of a live snake underneath. 
 
    The crack spread. 
 
    “Try to distract it,” I said to Lana. “I’ll get behind its head and try to tame it.” Mere moments ago I had been so relaxed thinking the snake was really a statue. One by one, chunks of the outer coat of the statue fell to the floor. The snake underneath came to life and shook away the pieces of the statue that were still attached to its body.  
 
    In a matter of seconds it was completely free. And now the three heads hissed at me and Lana. I gulped. 
 
    The head in the middle opened its mouth wide, revealing sword-like fangs that needn’t inject venom to kill, even though I knew the fangs were quite capable of injecting venom as well. 
 
    Lana flew away from me in a bid to distract the demon snake. The head on the left side watched her earnestly. The head in the middle was looking at me fixedly, while the head in the right side kept glancing towards the back, as though it expected an attack from anywhere. 
 
    Damn, it would be hard to deal with this demon. 
 
    For a while the three heads of the snake just observed me and Lana. 
 
    And then Lana went for the attack. She suddenly shot towards the left head that had been following her every movement. She landed a massive punch right in the middle of the head, right between the horns and then she flew away to a safer position. 
 
    The snake-head opened its mouth wide. Venom shot out from its fangs. Lana made a move at the very last moment and was able to escape the venom. The venom went and fell on the wall instead. Immediately the part of the wall on which the venom had made contact began to fizzle and melt. 
 
    I realised that we had to use a really nice plan. It was hard to distract a demon that had three heads. I beckoned Lana and she flew back to me, even as the snake approached the two of us.  
 
    “Distraction isn’t working,” I said to Lana. I was looking steadily at the snake and I realised that it was moving slowly not necessarily because it was too relaxed or tired, but because it was able to move at only a certain speed. It was not easy to carry the three heads, which were together much heavier than the rest of the body. 
 
    I saw a window of opportunity in this. Lana was powerful. There was only a single tail. There was enough space in the room to try out a few things. I turned towards Lana, and even with the snake approaching us menacingly, I managed a smile. 
 
    “Care to spin a snake?” I told her. I quickly told her about my plan. Lana began to hover, while I approached the three heads of the snake. This time it was I who was going to be the distraction. 
 
    I began to run left and right in front of the three heads of the snake, waving my sword. The heads became locked at me, for I was in front of a different head every second. Lana took the opportunity and she was able to fly over the heads of the snake and landed near the tail. I had been observing her and for the tiniest moment I had not looked at the three heads.  
 
    Suddenly the snake charged in a way that I had not thought it was capable of. The next moment, I was lying with my back against the floor, smelling the foul breath of the middle snake head, while at the same time pushing against the fangs of the snake-head with all my might in a bid to prevent the snake-head from swallowing me. I watched as a drop of venom oozed from the tips of each fang. 
 
    My heart stopped beating. 
 
    At the precise moment before any of the drops could fall on me, the snake was pulled away from me. It was Lana. She had grabbed the tail of the snake and now she began to spin the monster. Even as I scrambled to my feet, making sure no venom had contacted my skin or my clothes; I had to admit that Lana was one strong woman. 
 
    Five times Lana spun the snake, which kept hissing even as it went round in circles. Then Lana let go, the massive snake flew a short distance and its heads collided against the wall. The eyes of the three heads were shut in pain. This was my chance. I ran at full speed to the snake and I climbed onto the head on the right side. I grabbed the horns and focused my taming powers. I broke into the snake-head’s mind and chased out the black magic. The snake-head went limp. 
 
    One down, two to go. 
 
    Except the other two snake heads were ready. The head in the middle pounced at me. I leapt away and instead the snake-head ended up biting the other head which I had tamed. My eyes fell on Lana, lying on the floor a good distance away. She seemed all spent. She wouldn’t be able to carry out the move a second time. 
 
    I decided upon my next course of action. The middle head with much effort pulled out its fangs from the head that was now limp. The snake tried to move towards it, but with the right head down, it was having a hard time as it had to drag the limp head along. 
 
    I put my legs to use and I ran towards the snake’s tail. The middle head shot venom at me, but it missed me by a couple of metres. I reached the torso of the snake and I changed my mind. I quickly climbed onto the back of the snake and made my way towards the two heads, moving over the back of the snake. 
 
    I aimed with my sword and I threw it. It spun as it went and embedded itself near the nose of the snake-head on the left. It was one lucky throw. As the snake-head on the left began to hit itself on the floor in an attempt to get rid of the sword, which only went deeper ever time the snake-head hit itself on the floor, I was able to move on top of the middle snake-head. I grabbed the horns hard, refusing to let go, even as the snake-head swung itself like mad to throw me away. I was able to break into his mind and chase away the black magic. As the middle snake-head went limp, I let out a sigh. 
 
    In response, I heard an angry hiss from the left. I gulped and turned to watch the left snake-head staring directly at me. It had given up trying to get rid of the sword. It revealed its fangs. I closed my eyes, expecting to feel my face melt the next second. 
 
    Instead, a very strong forced impacted the snake so that I was thrown to the floor. I opened my eyes and looked up. Lana had somehow been able to conjure enough strength to come and hit the left snake-head at the nick of time. She flew down to the ground and fell on her knees, her face pale and eyes unfocused. I quickly ran to the left snake-head, for despite everything it was beginning to stir again. I grabbed the horns and in a matter of seconds I had chased away the black magic. 
 
    The entire snake began to shrink in size. In a few minutes the snake had transformed into an old lady, who had silvery hair much like the old man in the other room. She was unconscious. 
 
    I went over to Lana, who looked quite dazed. She had spent a lot of energy.  
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked her. She made the smallest of nods. I touched her forehead with my forehead. Then I realised what I was doing made no sense, and I quickly pulled my head up, as Lana slowly opened her eyes. She lifted her hand just a bit and pointed at one of the walls. 
 
     A doorway had appeared there. This doorway led to the room with the sarcophagus. There were also some numbers over the doorway like the previous doorways. 
 
    2-1=1 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be able to go there,” Lana said, her voice strained. 
 
    “You don’t need to,” I said, “you just rest here. I’ll go and destroy the succubus vessel.” 
 
    I was about to get up when Lana grasped my hands. She looked into my eyes. The two of us had never looked at each other like that before. And then she let go. 
 
    I walked to the doorway, my body in pains from all the exertion. After a final glance at Lana and the old lady, I stepped through the doorway. The moment I did so, the doorway turned to wall. 
 
    I exhaled and I approached the sarcophagus. Who knew what dangers lurked in this room? 
 
    I touched the lid of the sarcophagus first with a finger and looked at all the dust that was settled over it. Then I grabbed the lid with both my hands and pulled up, giving all my energy. The lid came off and I threw it onto the floor. 
 
    There was a succubus inside the sarcophagus. 
 
    For the first time in my life I had met a succubus that could cast no charm, for she was mummified, her eyes closed. She was mostly covered in bandages, but there were places where her skin was exposed. It was black, having a very ancient look. Also a queer aroma hung about her. 
 
    So that’s it? A mummified succubus? What was I supposed to do next? 
 
    The eyes snapped open, making my heart leap. The black dried skin began to moisturize. 
 
    I took some steps backwards. If I would need to fight the succubus, at least I could make myself ready. She had horns, and I could tame her after all. The succubus sat up straight and turned her head at me. It was an eerie sight and I recalled the old horror movies. 
 
    The succubus stood up and came out of the sarcophagus. As she did so, the bandages covering her began to loosen and fall to the ground, more of her skin getting moisturized in the process. She decided she wanted to speed up the process and she began to take off the bandages. In less than a minute she was done. I watched in awe as her skin became taut. There was nothing ancient about her anymore. I felt drawn to her. I had mistaken her earlier, for her charm was the strongest I had ever felt. I became incapable of doing anything as I just stood and stared at her, like I was in a trance. My mind screamed at me, but I didn’t care for my mind anymore. The beauty of the succubus was brighter than the sun.  
 
    She approached me. 
 
    “You awakened me?” she asked, her voice like music. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, in no control over myself, “will I be rewarded?” 
 
    The succubus smiled, revealing dazzling white teeth… and fangs. She began to encircle me. 
 
    “Why were you sleeping in the sarcophagus for so long?” I asked her. 
 
    “A long time ago someone decided to put me to sleep,” she said, “the sleep that follows death.” 
 
    She took my hand, rubbing my fingers with her own. I liked her touch, so smooth it was. 
 
    “Do you like me?” the succubus asked. 
 
    “Why would anyone not?”  
 
    “You see, I had been getting lonely in my bed… I just needed a partner to be with me.” 
 
    “I will be your partner,” I said. I was ready for her. 
 
    “Then let’s go and sleep together,” the succubus said. I looked around, slightly confused. 
 
    “Where is the bed?” 
 
    “That one of course,” the succubus said, pointing at the sarcophagus. 
 
    “Will it be comfortable?” I said, not quite sure it was. 
 
    “Oh, once you lie down inside it, you don’t need comfort,” the succubus said. 
 
    “I will believe you,” I said. I allowed her to lead me to the sarcophagus. 
 
    “Enter,” she said, gesturing inside it. I nodded, obedient. I put one leg after the other and then I lay down inside it. It wasn’t as comfortable as she had promised. It was hard and my back hurt. 
 
    “It isn’t comfortable,” I complained. 
 
    “Oh, but it isn’t,” the succubus said as she herself entered the sarcophagus and she lay on top of me. “I said you wouldn’t need comfort here.” 
 
    She caressed my face and looked into my eyes. She ruffled my hair. I felt like I was in heaven. Behind her, I saw the lid of the sarcophagus slowly closing on its own. When it finally closed, it created an unusually loud sound. 
 
    One that was enough to break me out of my trance. 
 
    I suddenly realised that I was inside a closed sarcophagus, a succubus lying atop me. The gods knew what she was going to turn me into. A demon perhaps? My heart rate shot sky high. 
 
    “Your heart beats fast,” the succubus said and I noticed that the music from her voice was slowly disappearing and her voice was becoming like that of an old woman. 
 
    “I am excited,” I said. I reckoned the succubus didn’t know as of yet that her charm had broken, and I decided to play to it. It just might save my life. I ran my hands up her back. Her skin, which had been taut only seconds ago, was now becoming very uneven and getting wrinkles very fast. 
 
    I caressed her neck. My heart was beating even faster now for I could feel the lips of the succubus on my cheek. I was glad that there was darkness, who knew perhaps I would have been still under her charm otherwise? 
 
    I had to do this, I told myself. My finally attempt for my life. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, preparing myself. And then I grabbed the horns of the succubus hard. 
 
    The moment I did so, she cried out, her voice devilish. She tried to bite me, but I gave all my strength to keep her head and her mouth away from me. Her nails dug into my body, and despite all the pain I only grabbed her horns harder. There was a great wall around her mind. She had been asleep for who knew what length of time and this had allowed her to create a strong mental defence.  
 
    I searched for weak spots on the wall like mad, even as the physical struggled continued. She grabbed my arms with her hands, but I fought on. Just as I felt her hot breath against one of my forearms, I found a weak spot in the wall and I broke into her mind.  
 
    It was interesting, for the black magic left the moment I did so and the succubus went limp. I felt her horns shrinking. She became lighter in weight and I felt bandages appearing over her, even as her skin became dry. She was turning into a mummy. This had been no ordinary succubus at all. 
 
    I pushed open the lid of the sarcophagus, removed the succubus from over myself and I stumbled out. The fresh air felt good. Then I realised there was a green shadow standing on the wall just opposite me. The shadow had horns, wings and a tail. I looked behind me and saw nobody. Wait… are shadows green? 
 
    “You thought I would leave so easily?” the shadow spoke, in the same eerie voice of the succubus. 
 
    And the shadow leapt at me, right out of the wall. 
 
    The beating heart of the dragon… 
 
    I made it materialise in my hand, and held it in front of me like a protective shield for I didn’t know what else I could do. There was a great flash of green light as the shadow cried out. And she was gone. The heart stopped beating. A message popped up in my vision. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You level up by 9! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had never been this high even in my old tamer life. I reckoned taming the three demons was the reason behind this as they were not ordinary succubi or demons. The healing spell was a plus point too. 
 
    The room began to disappear, and I found myself in a clearing. A few feet away from me was Lana and a few feet away from her was Danor, the old lady and the old man beside Lana and Danor respectively. I realised we were in the same clearing where the temple had been. Except it was here no more and only the clearing remained. 
 
    Lana and Danor both limped up. 
 
    “You did it!” Lana said. “Good job, captain!” 
 
    “You saved us, sir!” Danor said. 
 
    I looked at the heart that had stopped beating and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    We were travelling towards the dragon when both the old man and the old lady woke up. They said that they were husband and wife and that they had been bewitched by the succubi a long time ago. They told us to drop them at a certain village, and that they could manage from there on. 
 
    After some hours we reached the dragon. The only reason I had come in this direction instead of moving towards the next glowing spot on the map was that I didn’t want to separate the heart of the dragon from his body. It just felt wrong to do so. 
 
    There were quite a few scavengers around the dragon. But none of them had claws or teeth that were sharp enough to pierce into the thick hide of the dragon and they seemed to have missed the tiny hole on the chest of the dragon from where we had taken his heart. Several of the scavengers fled upon our arrival. A giant floating sphere was scary, that was sure. 
 
    Danor, Lana and I knelt near the hole on the chest of the dragon. I made the heart materialise in my hand. My hands shivered as I put the heart inside the dragon through the wound cavity. I was about to leave it there, when I felt the heart make a very distinct beat. 
 
    I looked at Danor and Lana with wide eyes as the heart picked up pace. 
 
    “The heart is beating!” I said, unable to control my excitement. 
 
    “But isn’t he already dead, sir?” Danor asked. “How can the heart of someone dead beat?” 
 
    But hadn’t it been beating all along? Only after the heart saved me from the shadow had it stopped beating. 
 
    Lana pursed her lips, determined. 
 
    “You know, let me try to heal him,” she said. It had been a good while since she had used her energy and she was revitalized now. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “Let me try as well,” I said. Lana frowned, not understanding. 
 
    “I received a new spell,” I said to her. She nodded in understanding. I took my blood stained hand out of the wound. The blood, even though a considerable time had passed since the dragon’s death, was still fresh and hadn’t clothed. Yet, somehow magically no blood had flowed out of the wound. 
 
    The two of us placed our hands on the dragon’s chest and closed our eyes in concentration. The wound began to close. After a while, I was quite spent. Both mentally and physically. I wished the makers hadn’t made doing anything in the world so demanding. 
 
    The wound had sealed. But the dragon still lay limp. Its heart however was still beating. We waited right there for nearly an hour, praying that the dragon would wake up. But he didn’t. His tongue was lolled out, his eyes were closed. His heart was still beating, but he was still dead. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s coming back,” Danor said. He was right. I stood up and so did the two of them. With shoulders hunched we moved towards the Sphere. I pushed opened the lid. 
 
    Just then a great cough reached my ears. I whirled around.  
 
    It was the dragon! 
 
    His eyes were open. He had come back! 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 12: The Succubi Queen 
 
    I had never felt so low in a long while. The dragon hadn’t gone to bathe in the pool of the gooey liquid that was needed to keep the volcano calm. What more he had attacked the succubi, thwarting the plans to turn the people of the three villages into succubi and demons. The villagers had fled taking the opportunity. 
 
    I watched as the magma bubbled deep inside the volcano. I picked up a piece of granite and threw it down. It took nearly forty seconds for the granite rock to hit the magma, creating a small splash. The magma had been bubbling violently for a while now. The volcano would explode if the magical gooey liquid wasn’t given to it. I couldn’t afford that happening. 
 
    There was only one way that the dragon could have become free from my magic— if someone killed him and took out his heart. There were few weapons which were capable of piercing into the hide of a dragon, so the possibility that something like that happened was very low. Besides, who would have the guts to do something like that? 
 
    While the dragon on occasions was able to take over his own mind, my magic always ultimately prevailed. But now I had lost all connections to the dragon. The magic had been broken. 
 
    The second reason behind my low spirits was that someone had attacked one of the towns that the succubi were controlling. They had been powerful people and they had destroyed the magical facility that the succubi had set up so painstakingly to manufacture pills which could be used to turn ordinary human women into succubi without the need of the usual succubi charm or the succubi bite. 
 
    There was a voice behind me. I turned to see that it was Ranik, making his way down the mouth of the volcano, a look of pleasure on his face. 
 
    “You?” I said. I had told him not to come near the volcano. He was a human. If he fell into the magma down below, he would not survive unlike the succubi to whom the magma was like mere water. 
 
    “I had one of your succubi,” Ranik said to me with a grin. “I am thankful you didn’t ask them to bite me.” 
 
    He came and sat next to me on a rock and looked down at the volcano. 
 
    “I hope you have plans of what to do when that shoots up, right?” Ranik said, pointing at the magma. 
 
    “I think I asked you not to wander inside the volcano?” I asked him, more or less severely. 
 
    Ranik sighed. He drew his wrinkles in an expression which said he thought it was no big deal.  
 
    “I just wanted to stretch my legs a bit,” he said. “And I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “Once your work with me is done, I can leave right?” he said, “Or are you going to turn me into a demon and enslave me till the ends of eternity?” 
 
    “Do not worry for that,” I said. “I do not punish those who obey me. Besides, haven’t I told you already that your coming here on your own is a great help?” 
 
    Ranik pursed his lips and nodded. 
 
    “That is good to hear,” he said. 
 
    “Now return to the tent, I do not want you accidentally falling into the magma below,” I said. Ranik sighed and got up. He left the volcano. 
 
    I flapped my wings and took to the air. Feeling low was not helping me. I decided it was time for a final attempt to connect with the dragon. I began to fly over the volcano in circles as it boosted my connection powers many times over and I felt my mind leave my body in search of the dragon. 
 
    I didn’t find him. 
 
    And then the realisation hit me hard. Could the dragon’s mind not responding to my command and the destruction of the pill manufacturing facility have anything to do with each other? Whoever had destroyed the facility had to be powerful. How hard would it be for them to kill the dragon? Perhaps the dragon had somehow come across them and he had asked them to kill him? The dragon had occasionally tired others method to kill himself which I was aware of, but those methods had failed. 
 
    Either ways, the dragon was gone from my grasp. 
 
    I would wait a day or two more. Maybe he might return despite all odds? And if that didn’t happen, I would have to hurry up the process. Even though doing so might end up killing a few too many succubi… or even me. But I had no option. 
 
    Or did I? 
 
    Could I throw my charm over a different dragon? 
 
    It would be risky. The dragons by now must have come to know about what I had done to one of their kind. But I didn’t wish to give up at any cost. Waiting is for the weak, especially when one knows that waiting might not be fruitful. 
 
    I decided to take the risk. I called some of my best succubi. The ones who had mastered the art of charming. Bites wouldn’t work in the case of a dragon because of their thick hide, but even a dragon wouldn’t be able to resist the charming power of ten succubi who had mastered the art. 
 
    Together with them, I dived into the magma bubbling at the pit of the volcano. The extreme heat didn’t affect our skin at all, and our eyes could see through the magma as though the magma was air. We began to make our way down the earth’s crust through the magma tunnels. It took us nearly three hours to reach the end of the tunnels and enter the great magma sea under the crust of the earth. 
 
    “Be careful,” I said to the other succubi, “time runs in a different manner here. You do not want to go into a place where time runs at ten times the speed of the outer world.” If something like that happened to me, I would have to readily give up all dreams of completing the ritual. 
 
    We began our search for the dragons. I had found the last one swimming in the magma separate from his companions, which had allowed me to cast my charm on him.  
 
    It was after another hour that one of my fellow succubi spotted three juvenile dragons swimming and alerted the rest of us about them. We swam towards them at full speed. Even a juvenile dragon would do my job well. 
 
    I stopped short when I saw that on the head of each of the dragons there was a shiny object. A diamond. I couldn’t believe it. These were princes. 
 
    “What is the matter, o queen?” one of the succubi asked me, probably noticing that I seemed concerned. 
 
    “Those are princes. They can’t be swimming all alone. There must be other dragons nearby keeping guard over them.” If the guard dragons saw us we would be in big trouble as we would not be able to cast our charm on all of them.” 
 
    For a moment, we just observed the area around the juvenile dragons. There was no sign of guards. I did not understand why the guards would be absent. And then I noticed that the juvenile dragons were moving a bit sluggishly. 
 
    Were they drunk? 
 
    It was common for dragons to feed on a certain mineral borne out of magma that produced an effect in them similar to the consumption of wine. Usually, only adults fed on the mineral but it was more than a possibility that the juvenile dragons had snuck out of their castle and tried out the mineral without anyone knowing. 
 
    If that was the case it should be easy for us to charm all three of them! 
 
    “Let’s approach them,” I said. “But be careful. I don’t see any guards but keep a way out open.” 
 
    We swam towards the three dragons. They saw us approach and we cast our charms. They didn’t flee. My hopes began to rise. 
 
    “Hello dragons,” I said when we reached them. Their eyelids were drooping and I knew that I was correct about them being drunk with the mineral. We surrounded them on all sides. 
 
    “You are pretty,” one of the dragons said. He had a birthmark near one of his horns. He came towards me. I touched his face and he closed his eyes with pleasure. 
 
    “What are you?” another of the dragons said. He had the longest tail of the three and was probably also the oldest one. “I have never seen anything as beautiful as you.” 
 
    “Would you like to come with us?” the other succubi asked him, “We can… play,” they said with a hint of naughtiness. 
 
    “I would like to play with you,” the third dragon said, the smallest one of the three, “I hate it at home. The daily routine we need to stick to sucks the life out of me.” 
 
    “If you come with us you never need to stick to any routine,” I said, as I swam around his neck, “only happiness shall touch you. We will play, we will make merry and so it shall be.” 
 
    “Where do you live?” the dragon with the birthmark asked. 
 
    “A long way from here,” I said, “we were getting bored of staying alone. We needed company. Company of able dragons like you three.” 
 
    The dragon with the longest tail turned at his companions. 
 
    “What do you say, brothers? I want to go with them.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t mother be angry with us?” the smallest dragon asked. 
 
    The succubi laughed. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?” the smallest dragon said, irritated. But the succubi didn’t reply, it was all part of the trick. 
 
    Even the companions of the dragon laughed now. 
 
    “It’s because you are still worried that your mother will be angry with you,” the dragon with the birthmark said. “Can you not be dragon enough and deal with consequences yourself?” 
 
    “I will go with them,” the smallest dragon said, resolute. Everyone laughed. 
 
    “Come let’s not tarry,” I said to them. “Why keep the good things waiting?” 
 
    And we began to move away. The dragons did not follow us, maybe they were still confused? I prayed they would come. Use of any force on our part would be in vain. None of the succubi stole glances behind, so that the dragons could make their own decision. 
 
    And then, with some hesitation they began to follow us. I felt like a great weight had been removed from my shoulders. The risk had been worth it. 
 
    I allowed myself the thought a bit too soon, for the next moment a cry reached my ear. Everyone stopped. I turned and to my horror I saw that it was a dragon. A large one. The largest I had ever seen this close. 
 
    It shot towards us. 
 
    “It’s that idiot guard!” the smallest dragon cried. 
 
    “Come with us quick!” I said to them. And we shot in the direction which would ultimately take us to the tunnel that led to the outer surface of the earth through the volcano. 
 
    But the guard dragon had the bigger tail. He got as close as to a hundred metres behind us in seconds! 
 
    “Idiot princes!” the guard roared. “They are the succubi! They want to enslave you!” 
 
    Yet the princes kept swimming, wanting to come with us. 
 
    “Do you not want happiness?” I yelled to the princes, urging them to follow. 
 
    “Get away,” the dragon with the birthmark said as he moved past the guard dragon who had blocked him. 
 
    “More are coming!” the dragon with the longest tail said. To my horror, I saw more of the guard dragons moving fast towards us. This was not going according to the plan at all. 
 
    Finally we reached the opening of the tunnel. But the guard dragons also reached us and even though the succubi, being small enough were able to swim clean of the clutches of their claws, the princes weren’t so lucky. They cried and wept and beat their wings wanting to come with us, yet the guard dragons, over whom we were not in a position to cast our charm, grabbed them and took them away. 
 
    I watched, feeling like I had been stabbed in the heart, as the dragons swam away. 
 
    “What do we do now, o queen?” one of the succubi asked me, quite dejected. 
 
    And then I saw it—a glittering stone a short distance ahead. It was a diamond and belonged to one of the princes. I swam towards it and I grasped it in my hands. A notification appeared in my vision. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dragon diamond: Among the most powerful objects in the Second World. This can be used to elevate the effectiveness of a spell or a magical ritual by an astonishing degree. Dragon diamonds can be used in a varying number of ways and needn’t be used in any particular way. Dragon diamonds are not found in the outer world. 
    
  Note that Dragon diamonds are prone to degradation and can lose their powers very easily. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Among the most powerful objects in the Second World… hmmm. I remembered all about favourable factors. I realised the guard dragons keen to save the princes had been a boon in disguise. And for once I was thankful that we had failed to take the juvenile dragons with us to the outer world. I had never known the diamonds of the dragons were so powerful. I had always dismissed them as mere objects of decoration that the dragons adorned themselves with to appear grander. Apparently that wasn’t the case. This diamond was enough to speed up the ritual. Perhaps all the risk had been worth it after all.  A smile came over my lips. 
 
    “Come you all,” I said to the succubi as I re-entered the tunnel, “our job here is done.” 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: Lanak Tanor 
 
    The south was where we were bound for.  
 
    I trusted the dragon, yet, I felt a certain amount of uncertainty as I observed us moving in a direction opposite to the main place where the succubi queen lived. 
 
    After the dragon had awoken, he had danced in the sky like a free bird. Apparently killing him and reviving him was what was needed to free him from the succubi forever. He had told us that while he could return to his own world through a volcano or through another opening in the earth’s crust, he would only do that after he had taken his full revenge on the succubi queen. He had been apparently working for her day in and day out for months, and wanted her downfall like nothing else. 
 
    After a while, the sky began to get brownish. The windscreen began to be covered by sand. At the same time my stomach grumbled. The meat of the hog-like creature had run out a good while back. We were making fast progression, but it was making us forget all about food. 
 
    “I think we can land for a few minutes,” I said. “And get something to eat.” 
 
    “Okay, captain,” Lana said.  
 
    “But maybe we should tell him first, sir?” Danor asked. The dragon was flying a good distance ahead of us, and he looked more like a giant bird than the dragon he truly was from the distance. “What if he keeps flying and then when he finally turns his head back and sees we have disappeared?” 
 
    Danor had a point. 
 
    “Lana, can you increase the speed?” I asked her. 
 
    “Ugh, I really hate doing that. My head feels like it would burst. But anyway, just this once.” 
 
    She accelerated the Sphere with her mind. I went to the entry hole and I pushed open the lid. There was a lot of sand in the air and I could feel it impacting my face as I put my head out of the entry hole. I covered my nose. I definitely didn’t want to breathe any of it in. Finally, Lana had accelerated the Sphere enough that we passed the dragon and came in front of him. I signalled him that we were going to land. 
 
    “What for?” he asked, not wanting to land apparently. 
 
    “We are hungry,” I said. 
 
    “Can’t you control it?” the dragon asked. “I have not eaten for months myself.” 
 
    “But we don’t have a big tail like you where we can store food to survive us for months,” I said. The dragon got my point. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I closed the lid. 
 
    “Wow, your hair is brown,” Danor observed. 
 
    No wonder, there had been so much dust outside. 
 
    “Don’t worry, once we land and we go out for food, you’ll get brown hair as well,” I said. 
 
    Lana landed the craft behind some trees so that we could be somewhat protected from the sand blowing outside. We began to go out. The dragon landed near us, and to protect us from the sand further he put his great wing in front of the Sphere. 
 
    “Go, get whatever you want to eat,” he told us, “but hurry, because the queen would have realised by now that I am free. The volcano would be showing signs of eruption in a few days and the resourceful queen would find a means to speed up the ritual.” 
 
    We were able to catch a rabbit. Despite the wind we could create a fire and cook it. Barely were we done with the meal that the wind started to blow hard, and the sand in it increased ten folds. 
 
    The area went brown. We struggled to see the dragon in the distance. 
 
    “What do we do?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Let’s get to the Sphere,” I said, fighting to keep the sand out of my mouth. We kept advancing towards the place where we believed the Sphere to be, although we couldn’t see it due to the sand and the wind. It was getting hard to breathe even though we had our noses covered. Danor broke out into a fit of coughing. 
 
    He fell to the ground. 
 
    “I can’t… go… further… sir,” he said. 
 
    “Not leaving you,” Lana said and she immediately picked up Danor on her shoulders  like he was weightless thanks to her powers even though he was easily three times her size. Battling the sand and the wind we finally reached the Sphere. 
 
    And then I realised something. The dragon wasn’t there. Even with the sand and the wind it should have been possible to see him since he had been so close to the Sphere. As Lana and Danor entered the craft, I moved around the Sphere, hoping to find him but it was all in vain. I entered the Sphere and closed the lid. Quite a bit of the sand had gotten inside and everything had turned brown. Danor was on his knees, breathing heavily. I was thankful that at least we didn’t need to suffocate inside the Sphere.  
 
    However, I doubted that we could get moving before the sandstorm was over. The windscreen had turned to brown and it was impossible to see anything outside.  
 
    “He isn’t there, is he?” Lana asked me, apparently having noticed the absence of the dragon. 
 
    “Maybe he went in search of us?” Danor offered. 
 
    “That wouldn’t have been a great decision on his part,”” I said, brooding as I sat down on the floor of the Sphere, “he would have known that either we would stay where we were and wait for the sandstorm to get over or make our way here.” 
 
    “Maybe he decided to continue on the journey towards the vessel?” Lana said, “Didn’t he say that we should hurry?” 
 
    That was a possibility. Yet, I doubted the dragon would have left without us. But there was only one thing we could presently do— to wait, and so we waited. 
 
    The sandstorm didn’t cease. If anything it got only stronger. All three of us were getting bored, there was little to talk even. And then I suddenly sprang to my feet with a start. What an idiot I had been! 
 
    We could continue towards the vessel even with the storm going on! I had the map after all and the dragon had told me about the location of the vessel earlier. I now realised that the dragon could have only gone after the vessel himself, since we had been taking time. He probably thought we would be able to make our way to it ourselves. 
 
    “I am taking the controls of the Sphere,” I said as I went to the table that had the hand print. 
 
    “But the sandstorm?” Lana said, confusedly. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I said.  
 
    I closed my eyes as I sat down on the seat. I opened the map in my vision and kept it there. I made the Sphere rise and began to advance towards the location of the vessel. This required more mental energy as I found out. The wind continuously hitting the Sphere like a river in the sky didn’t help at all. 
 
    I kept my eyes closed and put my full concentration into directing the Sphere. 
 
    We had advanced a short distance, when I felt the definite bump of something against the Sphere. This was followed by the scared voice of Danor saying that there was something outside. 
 
    I opened my eyes, although I kept the Sphere flying. 
 
    “What did you see?” I asked, though with the brown windscreen it wouldn’t be possible to see any more than a few inches directly in front of the Sphere. “What hit the Sphere?” 
 
    “I saw the shadow of a man,” Lana said and she was equally frightened as Danor, “except I am not sure if it was a man.” 
 
    Barely had she uttered these words that I felt more hits on the backside of the Sphere. 
 
    My heart began to race. What could be the thing hitting us? 
 
    I heard a sound overhead near the lid. Like something was pulling at the lid from the outside. 
 
    I walked over to the lid and put my hands to it. 
 
    “Are you going to open it, sir?” Danor asked. I reconsidered my decision as the sound continued. A shiver caught hold of me. Deserts were mysterious places. I had been to one desert earlier, but that one had been in the central part of the main continent to which the sub continent was attached to. Locals had told me of sand spirits carrying off children. 
 
    “Whatever is outside probably wants to harm us,” Lana said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I am not opening the lid,” I said. I went back to the seat and sat down. If there were demons outside, they would eventually give up. The Sphere was the only vehicle inside which protection was a given. Nothing could break inside the Sphere. At least that was what I convinced myself of as the Sphere was being continuously hit. The sounds were chilling my core. 
 
    And then the windshield was hit once again. I saw the shadow clearly. It was man, a bald one who wore nothing. His arms were rather long while his legs were short. Barely had he hit the wind shield when he disappeared. 
 
    “Did you see it?” Lana said. 
 
    “I saw the man,” I said. 
 
    “Did you see that he just dissolved into the air?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. I thought the man had fallen off. How could someone dissolve? 
 
    “His skin was grainy,” Danor said. 
 
    By now I was actually feeling like going out and seeing the man and his companions. I didn’t like being spooked out. 
 
    “I am done with this,” I said. I slumped down on the seat, closed my eyes and accelerated the Sphere, hoping to shake the demons off. My mind hurt like hell, but I didn’t care. 
 
    Five minutes went by, but then I saw that our position in the map hadn’t changed at all. It should have moved at least half a centimetre. I was confused. 
 
    Was it possible that we were not moving? 
 
    The windscreen had become darker for one thing and there was barely any light coming in through it. Had the strange aerial men with the long arms done something so that we couldn’t move? I swallowed. I decided to land the Sphere. Nothing happened. The Sphere never touched ground. My suspicions were confirmed. I broke the bad news to Lana and Danor. They just stared at me with horror stricken faces. 
 
    “Then we will have to fight them, sir, whatever they are,” Danor said.  
 
    “Yes, Danor, I guess we will have to,” I said. 
 
    “I am the strongest one,” Lana said, “I’ll go out to fight them.” 
 
    And she marched towards the lid. But I did not let her open it. 
 
    “I am the captain,” I said. 
 
    Lana gave me an exasperated look. 
 
    “The last time you did something after saying that, things didn’t go exactly as planned,” she told me. 
 
    “But things did turn out all right… eventually,” I said. Lana shook her head and folded her arms. 
 
    “Fine, go out and die, I won’t save you this time.” 
 
    I approached the entry hole. My hand shivered as I was about to push the lid open. Whatever we faced was way different from the succubi. This might even kill us all. 
 
    I pushed the lid open. The moment I did this that sand poured in with such intensity that I fell to the floor. But somehow I managed to get to my feet once the sand had stopped pouring in and I put my head out. There was nothing outside, just wind and the sand in it. There were no aerial men with long arms holding the Sphere in place preventing us from moving. 
 
    And then the shriek came. It was from inside the Sphere. It was Lana. 
 
    I put my head back in. I had a heart attack when I saw that the number of people in the Sphere, excluding me, had gone from two to eight. 
 
    Except the new six people weren’t really people. They were humanoids made of sand. They were holding Lana and Danor preventing them from any moment. I made my sword appear in my hand. 
 
    “Let them go,” I said. 
 
    One of the hands of the sand demons disappeared. Next moment, I watched helplessly as the sand particles came together around my hand that was holding the sword and constricted my hand with such force that I had to drop the sword. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. There was no way to fight the sand demons. Even Lana with all her powers was helpless against them, “What do you want?” 
 
    “You trespassed in our land,” one of the sand demons said. 
 
    “We were just passing here,” I protested. 
 
    “You will be taken to the queen, she shall decide your fate.” 
 
    There was no way to make the sand demons change their minds. They took all three of us out of the Sphere, and they also carried the Sphere along. The sand storm was finally subsiding and it was getting easier to breathe. Had the sand men taken us out a few moments back, we might have suffocated or choked to death. The sun was hard. I felt sweat worming down my back. For at least twenty minutes the sand demons carried us. They took us further into the desert. Here no trees grew at all. Sand dunes were all over the place. In the very far distance I could see mountains. 
 
    And then we finally reached a great castle. It was located just behind a great sand dune. The castle was made completely of sand.  
 
    When we reached the door of the castle, the door changed features such that a face formed on the door. I reckoned the castle wasn’t made of sand, but of sand demons. A living castle. 
 
    “Who do you bring?” the face on the door asked. 
 
    “Trespassers,” one of the sand demons replied. “They were travelling over our land in a strange object that we have also brought along. We could have killed them, but since they possess the capacity to fly they must not be ordinary humans and hence we have brought them to the queen to decide what must be done to them.” 
 
    “The queen is inside,” the face said, “all hail Arini!” 
 
    “All hail Arini!” the demons holding us cried as well. The door swung open following this. The demons took us in. The great hall inside was interesting, for the ceiling allowed no heat to come in, yet there was much light inside the hall, thanks to strategically placed holes all about the walls and the ceiling. On the other end of the hall there was an elevated platform and atop it there was a great throne of sand, or perhaps sand demons. 
 
    On the throne sat a woman of extraordinary beauty. She wore garments of sand that stuck to her body like they were a part of her. The most important feature of her was that she possessed horns… and wings as well. I reckoned there was a tail to present behind her too. 
 
    Was she a succubus? 
 
    Why would sand demons make a succubus their queen? 
 
    The demons took us to her and we were forced to kneel down, even as the demons themselves kneeled and kept their heads bowed as one of them spoke to the queen and explained the circumstances under which we had been taken.  
 
    The queen looked at me. Perhaps it was her welcoming beauty that gave me the courage to stare at her, but I struggled to move my eyes away from her. 
 
    “Few have dared to look at me like that,” the queen said, and there was the slightest hint of a frown. Yet there was also a strange appreciation in her eyes. 
 
    “Bow you head!” one of the demons holding me said, hitting my head with his sandy fist. It hurt. 
 
    “Aren’t you a succubus?” Lana suddenly said. 
 
    There was silence for a while. 
 
    I stole a quick look at the queen. Her face had gone ashen. Like she was in an internal turmoil of sorts. 
 
    “It has been a long while,” the queen said, and this time there was a shiver of anger in her tone, “since I was reminded of my true origins. I might have been a succubus once, but now my only true identity is that I am the queen of the sand people… you seem to know a lot about the succubi, have you met a succubus recently?” 
 
    Lana muffled a chuckle. 
 
    “An entire succubi army,” she said, “recently I have been only seeing succubi and their male demons.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the queen said. 
 
    “You seem to hate the succubi,” I said, stealing yet another glance at the queen, and in the process receiving a resounding slap on the head by the sand demon. 
 
    “Let him,” the queen said to the demon, “you can look up at me, all three of you.” 
 
    I glared at the stone demon and then turned my head towards the queen. 
 
    “Yes,” the queen said, “I hate the succubi. They are my greatest enemies.” 
 
    “But why?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Betrayal from the succubi… from my sister, my twin,” the queen said. She was looking away from us. There was pain in her unfocused eyes, like she was relieving a bad experience from the past. 
 
    “Your twin?” I said. 
 
    “She calls herself the queen of the succubi,” the queen said. “If not for her, I could have returned to life as a normal woman. But she realised of the powers she could possess if she stayed as a succubus, and because of her mindless ambitions, I became a succubus forever. I left her for the south, for she was beginning to treat like I was her servant. I found the sand people here. I united their tribes and they have made me their queen. It turns out my luck wasn’t so bad. For now I am protected by the powers of the Sand. I do not age. Of course, I do still regret that I did not turn back into a human. I can never return to the man I loved. Of course, it doesn’t matter now anymore. He probably died a long time ago. If I return to my original village, the one in which I was born, I would probably not even find his bones.” 
 
    So that was the story of the queen. 
 
    “If you hate the succubi queen, then we must be friends,” Danor said suddenly. 
 
    The queen looked at us as if contemplating us and what Danor had said. 
 
    “We are on a quest to bring down the succubi queen,” I said. That sealed the matter. A smile touched the queen’s lips, making her all the more beautiful. 
 
    “Then friends we are.” 
 
    The moment she said this that the sand demons let us go. They placed their hands on their chest. 
 
    “Friends of the queen are the friends of the sand people,” they all chorused together. 
 
    “So what brought you here?” the queen asked us, as the demons exited the hall. Sand from the floor shot upwards and formed three chairs in front of us. The queen gestured us to sit. The sand chairs were actually quite cosy. 
 
    We explained about the vessel we were after, and about the plans of the queen that we had come to know about from the dragon. 
 
    Arini pursed her lips. 
 
    “Well, in her initial endeavours to gain control over the succubi, my sister made a mistake while carrying out a powerful ritual which causes her heart to degrade a little every day,” Arini said. “My sister is making a fool out of the other succubi. I doubt the rituals are to awaken any goddess. It probably has something to do with mending her heart, or even perhaps with getting a new heart.” 
 
    “If we destroy the vessel, we’ll be one step closer to destroying the queen,” I said. 
 
    Arini nodded. 
 
    “I know of the location of the vessel. But it’s beyond my territory. Still, I marvel at the guts of my sister to use something so near me for her own personal gains. The desert beyond my own territory is dangerous. Evil lurks there. The south is even more dangerous. Even the sand people do not venture so far. And where is the dragon that you spoke about?” 
 
    “He disappeared after the dust storm,” I said, “we don’t know what happened to him.” 
 
    “That is bad,” Arini said, “that dragon would have meant extra protection. Still, because the quest you pursue is one that fulfils my own thirst for vengeance against my sister, I shall help you. Five of my best sand warriors would accompany you.” 
 
    We couldn’t believe our luck. What we had thought would kill us had actually turned out something good… a favourable factor. 
 
    “Would you like to become a human again?” I suddenly found myself asking, although I hadn’t meant to. I had been gazing too much at the horns of the queen. She was ultimately a succubus wasn’t she, protected by the powers f the Sand or whatever? She could be tamed. There were still black powers that controlled aspects of her. Aspects that she had succeeded in subduing, but which at some time might raise their ugly heads again. 
 
    “A human?” Arini asked with a frown. “I had long given up hopes of that. I do hate my horns and the wings. There are times at night when I feel a fear like there is a monster sleeping within me.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t making her a human again make her a mortal, sir?” Danor asked me. 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t,” the queen said, “I would still be protected by the powers of the Sand. As long as there would be sand, there would be me. But what puzzles me is how would you turn me into a human?” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “I am a succubi tamer, your highness.” 
 
    The queen led me to a different room, asking Lana and Danor to stay outside it. Apparently, no one had ever touched her in a long while. She even went to the extent of ordering the sand demons that formed the wall and the ceiling and the floor of the room to shut their eyes and ears. There were strange clicking noises all about the room, confirming that the stone demons had followed her order. 
 
    She was an inch or two shorter than me, and that helped. I went behind her and I grasped her horns. 
 
    She gasped as if not expecting the touch. 
 
    “It will be painful initially, but then it will free you of the black magic inside you. Are you ready, your highness?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    I grasped her horns harder. The wall inside her mind was an old one. And it was thick. The black magic had hidden itself deep within the walls. It had secured itself from the powers of the Sand which apparently subdued the black magic whenever it tried to come out of the walls. Apparently, the black magic had decided that the best way to survive was to wait. I began to dig through the wall. It was hard. The other succubi and demons that I had tamed didn’t have this thick a wall. I was beginning to feel much drained of energy when I finally I succeeded in breaking through the wall. 
 
    “Go away,” I said to the black magic. It refused. And it did something that no other black magic had done earlier, not in this fashion at least.  
 
    It attacked me.  
 
    I hadn’t expected that at all. On top of that I had asked the sand powers to hold themselves for a few moments as what I was doing was to the benefit of the queen. 
 
    My concentration broke. I felt like I had received a punch on the chest and I went flying backward and hit a wall. For a while pain possessed me. Then making sense of where I was I stood to my feet. 
 
    Except the queen was not quite the queen she had been. 
 
    Her skin had turned green and she was looking directly at me. Her horns were more prominent. Her face had become that of a demon, her fangs long and sharp. Anger glistened in her eyes.  
 
    The taming had gone wrong absolutely. 
 
    She grinned with malice as she approached me. She grabbed me by the throat and lifted me up. I tried to kick her but in vain. 
 
    “Help!” I somehow managed to shout. She was strong physically, very strong. 
 
    She lowered my head towards her mouth. 
 
    I felt helpless. Even if I cried Lana and Danor would not be able to help me. Even the sand demons had closed their eyes and ears as per the queen’s command. 
 
    Lower… 
 
    I could feel her foul breath now. 
 
    And then she bit me. Right at the cheek. Her fangs pierced my cheeks. I felt like an explosion had occurred, blowing off the side of my face. And then she flung me away. I landed roughly on the floor. I felt defeated, the pain itself was secondary. A notification popped up in my vision. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been bitten by a succubus! 
    
  You will soon turn into a mindless demon in a matter of seconds…….. 
  …… 
  ……*%(^^*%%................ 
    
  Your tamer powers have slowed down the process of you turning into a mindless demon. 
    
  You have three days of sanity and then you will turn into a demon.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I couldn’t be more relived. Three days was definitely way better than becoming a mindless demon right away. But the succubus apparently thought that she had sowed the seed of black magic in me and she observed me with much satisfaction. My vision blurred, my eyes watered. Blood streamed out of my cheeks. It was with sheer determination that I stood up. 
 
    I smiled at the succubus. 
 
    She was taken with puzzlement. I ran towards her at full speed and pinned her against a wall and grabbed her horns. She struggled and she bit me again on the hand and I bled. But I knew that being bitten once or more was the same. I didn’t let her go. This time I entered her mind with anger. I had already created the hole and the black magic was now spread all about the mind of Arini. The powers of the sand were fighting it, but the black magic had the upper hand since it now controlled her body. I went after it. It tired to attack, but it had spread itself too thinly over the mind of the queen. It was enough to keep the powers of the sand at bay but not me. After a short struggle, the black magic left. I came back to reality.  
 
    I slumped to the ground and so did the queen.  
 
    I lay there like that. My heart sank. In three days I would be a mindless demon. 
 
    Arini slowly got up. Had she been a normal girl she would have been unconscious for long, but the powers of the sand had full control over her, fuelling her.  
 
    She looked at me and then she felt over her head with her hands. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked and then her eyes went wide seeing that one side of my face and several places on my arms were covered in blood. I found myself chuckling. 
 
    “Your majesty, you bite.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Go on, tame everybody, captain,” Lana said the moment we entered the Sphere and were out of the earshot of the sand warriors outside.  
 
    I grimaced. Arini had tried to heal me with the powers of the sand. But the powers had failed. The best I could do right now was to complete the quest in three days and retire somewhere nobody lived so that I could go about doing whatever mindless demons did when they were not controlled by some master, and not harm anybody. 
 
    “The black magic was too strong,” I said. Lana took over the driver’s position on her own. I was thankful to her. I didn’t believe I could control the Sphere with my body in such pains. Lana made the Sphere travel at top speed for a good five hours. She didn’t speak to either me or Danor much in the time being. After I had been bitten she seemed angry at me. I didn’t blame her. She wanted her mother  and her sister back. If I became a mindless demon before she could get them back, then the process would become much more complicated for her. She and Danor would have to complete the quest without me. 
 
    It was nearing night when we finally reached the spot on the map where the dragon had said we would find the second vessel where the succubi queen planned to keep a part of her soul during the ritual. It was an oasis in the middle of the desert. There was a large pond surrounded by quite a number of trees. The sight felt good. All we had been seeing till now was sand. As the sun began its final descent, Lana made the craft land on the ground near the pond. 
 
    The three of us went out, Danor requiring some help to get out of the entry hole. 
 
    “Where is the vessel?” Danor said. 
 
    “There?” one of the sand demons said. He was pointing right at the middle of the pond with his long arm. I peered hard and saw that there was some kind of a large flat stone at the middle of the pond that I had earlier missed. There also seemed to be some kind of a cavity on the upper surface of the stone or perhaps a shape of some sorts that wasn’t clear from the spot we were. 
 
    “I’ll go and see,” Lana said. She at once flew away to the stone. 
 
    “Can you take us as well?” I asked the stone demons. They promptly grabbed me and Danor with their long arms and flew to the stone and hovered just above it. I noticed a small grimace on the side of Lana’s lips, probably because now she was not the only one that could fly. 
 
    When I set my eyes on the stone however, my heart sank. There had been some kind of a statue, one with horns, in the cavity that was atop the flat stone. The cavity was designed perfectly to fit a statue. Somebody had taken away the statue, which I knew was the vessel we were after. 
 
    Lana landed on the flat surface of the stone, which was just an inch or two above the surface of the water in the pond. She put her hand in the cavity and looked up at us. 
 
    “What do you think, captain?” she asked me. 
 
    “It’s gone,” I replied. 
 
    “You think the dragon took it?” My heart suddenly leapt. Why, the dragon! Yes, he must have taken it. Maybe the matter wasn’t so bad after all? He must have come here fast, not wanting to waste any time. Plus, who else would want to take a statue located at the centre of a pond for no reason? 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” I said. All of us returned to the edge of the pond. I felt tired after all the events of the day. The stars began to appear. I cupped some of the water in the pond and drank it. It was sweet. I turned to the sand demons. 
 
    “Listen,” I said to them, “can you go in a radius of five kilometres around this pond and see if you can find the dragon or if you see anything strange then report it to me as well.” 
 
    The sand demons readily agreed, but they seemed reluctant to leave the three of us alone. They said they feared the spirits of the desert. 
 
    “Nah, we’ll be all right,” I said to them. “Lana is with us, after all. She’s powerful.” 
 
    “You really think I am powerful?” Lana said and she sounded dejected, as the sand demons disappeared behind some distant sand dunes. “The sand demons can easily make me captive, as they already did today. I can fight and I have strength, but I am powerless against anything that changes shape.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have asked one of them to stay, sir,” Danor said. 
 
    “Well, they are already gone,” I said. “So we better take some shut-eye, eh?” 
 
    I fell down on the sand just at the edge of the pond. It was cosier to sleep here than the Sphere. The desert was also cooling now that the sun was no longer up. Seeing me carefree, Danor and Lana too plopped down. I closed my eyes. My cheek had been screaming in pain a lot and it had gone more or less numb. Before I knew it, I was in the land of sleep. 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 14: Lana 
 
    Mowa pointed at his shiny new horns. His usual grin of whenever he did something out of the ordinary hung on his lips. 
 
    “You want horns like mine?” Mowa said. 
 
    “But aren’t you a demon now?” I asked. 
 
    The grin left his lips. He frowned hard at me. 
 
    “Do not keep reminding me of that,” he said, and he looked away as though what I had said had hurt him. 
 
    After a moment, two ladies walked into the scene. One of them was Binni, the other my mother. They had horns and tails and wings. Both of them had a certain glow in their faces which I yearned to possess myself. 
 
    “Lana,” my mother said, placing a hand on my shoulder, “why don’t you become one of us now? See, your sister and Mowa both have such nice horns. Don’t you want such horns as well?” 
 
    “But I wouldn’t be a human anymore,” I said. At that point I recalled something, something that I had wanted to ask mother ever since I had found out that I was in reality a player who had decided to wipe her memory a long time ago. 
 
    “Mother,” I said with some hesitation, hoping she wouldn’t be hurt by my question like Mowa, “you never married in your life. Where did you get me and Binni?” 
 
    My mother stared at me for a while. 
 
    “Binni was a result of a mistake I made when I was young,” she said, “I found you as a child in the woods. Binni needed a companion and I had enough money to raise two kids.” 
 
    Was it the truth? 
 
    I looked at the surroundings of the four of us. Nothing was constant. This was a dream, right? This had to be. Yet, I felt like what mother had said was true. But how could that be possible within a dream? 
 
    And then I remembered. Mother had already told me everything one morning a long time ago. I had been sick perhaps, and I was lying on the bed with my eyes closed. My mother had feared that I would die without knowing the truth and she had said everything to me. Of course she had thought I didn’t hear, and all that she had revealed was more to empty her own mind of the burden. Over the years I had forgotten but today, inside this dream, I recalled it all. 
 
    “Where are you all?” I asked the three of them. 
 
    “The north,” Mowa said, finally turning towards me. “They have taken us there. It’s the place where you are most likely to find us. But be careful, we might try to harm you.” 
 
    “We do not really want you to be like us,” Binni said, “with horns and tails and wings. Please stay as you are.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself and I hugged Binni, even though I was aware that she was just a creation of my mind.  
 
    Mowa suddenly let out a cough. He looked at me with one of those faces he had when he was going to do something that he thought was cool. 
 
    “You like that guy, don’t you?” he said. 
 
    Okay, that was not a cool thing to ask at all. Mowa was asking about Lanak . 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “He thinks he’s the leader,” I said, “but he keeps messing up. I am not sure if I like him. And why are you asking me that, may I ask?” 
 
    Mowa coughed. He looked away in a sly manner. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, “I just felt like it. You know, the two of us remain together doing weird stuff and people, including your mother—“ he shot my mother a look, “—keep getting the wrong impression that there is something cooking between the two of us, so I just wanted to make it clear to you that you shouldn’t start having hopes revolving around me. If you like the Lanak guy, stick to him.” 
 
    Mowa had said those exact words a few months back when a new guy had come to the neighbourhood. Mowa had thought I had liked the new guy, even though I had not. The guy had moved away in a few weeks, apparently not liking our town much. 
 
    My mind really was creating all the conversation based on what I already had heard in the past, wasn’t it? 
 
    I needed to get out of this dream. 
 
    There was blackness. 
 
    I forced my eyelids open. I was sleeping right next to Lanak. I had one of my legs atop him. In my sleep I had rolled up close to him. Danor was awake and I could see the shine of the moon on his eyes well. The sand demons were standing at a distance keeping guard on us. 
 
    Embarrassed, I quickly removed my leg from above Lanak. I sat up. Judging by the location of the moon, I had been asleep for at least a few hours. 
 
    “Did you find the dragon?” I asked the sand demons, more to get out of my embarrassment than anything. 
 
    “No,” one of them replied, “there was no sign of any dragon. But we did see a group of travellers. They were carrying something in a big chest.” 
 
    Big chest? 
 
    “Could the chest hold the statue that is missing from the stone in the centre of the pond?” 
 
    “Very possible,” the sand demon replied. “The chest was of the right size.” 
 
    “How many travellers were there?” 
 
    “About twenty. But I felt two of them presided over the others. A man and a woman who looked very much like each other. The other people might have been slaves.” 
 
    “Where were they headed?” I asked. 
 
    “The south. There are worse places in the subcontinent. The lands that lie south of the desert are one of them.” 
 
    I nodded. I looked at Lanak. He looked to be in a peaceful sleep despite the ugly wound he had on the cheek. My heart pained to know that in a mere three days he would be a demon. But maybe there might be some way to stop that from happening? I prayed a way would show itself. 
 
    I shook Lanak awake. He didn’t seem very keen to wake up. But when I told him about the chest that the travellers were carrying, all drowsiness left him. 
 
    “Let’s go immediately,” Lanak said. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: Lanak Tanor 
 
    “What will we say to them, sir?” Danor asked me. “Give us the statue?” 
 
    The party of travellers were only a short distance from us. Danor had raised an important question. A party of travellers who could take an object of magical powers that was related to the succubi would not be very easy to deal it. But we had to get the statue at all cost, if they indeed were carrying it. 
 
    “That’s precisely what we shall say,” I said. “No way around.” 
 
    Lana landed the craft in front of the party of travellers, who were taken with surprise. The blackness of the night had so far shielded us from observation by them. 
 
    I pushed the lid open and went out followed by the other two. The sand demons, who had travelled in the form of sand sticking to the surface of the Sphere also took humanoid forms. 
 
    “Who are you?” one man carrying a torch said. He had a big sword at his waist. 
 
    I raised my arms. 
 
    “We mean no harm,” I said. “We just want to know what you are carrying in the chest.” 
 
    From one of the two camels, a woman jumped down. She was wearing a large dress-like black attire and she wore a turban. 
 
    “And what if I said we won’t tell you what we are carrying?” she asked me. 
 
    Her voice… 
 
    It brought back one of my oldest memories. That of Daria, my cousin. The voice of the lady was so similar to Daria, whose voice I could never forget thanks to all her rudeness that she had shown towards me together with her parents and her brother. 
 
    The light from one of the torches fell on her face, illuminating it. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Yes, the face was aged. But it was in fact Daria! She had managed to come to the Second World. I had thought she had died in her thirties, along with her brother. In the real world, the two of them had chosen the wrong path. Taking to drugs and finally ending up looting banks. I had once even heard them of killing some minister. As far as I knew Daria and her brother had been killed in a police shootout. 
 
    Had they escaped against all odds? 
 
    Just then another person leapt down from the other camel. This person was obese and was a man. The light of the flickering torches fell on his face and my heart skipped yet another beat. 
 
    It was Darren, Daria’s brother! 
 
    I struggled to say anything. 
 
    Darren walked closer. 
 
    “Who do you think you are to stop us and ask what we carry?” 
 
    “You might possess a fancy flying machine, but we possess things of power,” said Daria. “Now you make way before we show you what we have. Believe me, you don’t want to see what we have, so piss off.” Daria still sounded as rude as she was back in the old days. The last time I had seen her was some hundred and twenty years ago. Some people really didn’t change, did they? 
 
    “We won’t say twice,” Lana said, seeing that I had gone quiet. “Show us what you are carrying.” 
 
    “We won’t either,” Darren said, the threat in his voice obvious. One thing I had learnt back in my own life was that if Daria and Darren said that they could harm you, they aren’t lying. But maybe, just maybe, if I told them about what mission we needed to accomplish, they would listen? Hundred and twenty years were definitely enough to make one wise, right? 
 
    “How did you survive the shootout?” I asked. 
 
    The brother and the sister went silent and looked at each other. I reckoned not many knew about their real life. 
 
    “Who are you?” Daria said. 
 
    “Who could it be?” I said. I took a step forward, allowing the light from the nearest torch to fall clearly on me. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Then finally Daria stepped forward. 
 
    “But it couldn’t be you,” she said 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” I said. 
 
    Daria nodded. She seemed to come to herself from the initial shock of seeing me.  
 
    “I see you made it to this world,” Darren said in his loud manner. “It’s funny, isn’t it, how times pass? I am having one heck of a déjà vu  feeling right now, though, I must tell.” 
 
    “You wanted to know about the shootout, right?” Daira said. “It was easy. Bribes go a long way and shootouts can be staged. We figured we could make more money without being in the news than being in the news. Mom and Dad weren’t particularly proud of us, but hey, they were living off our money. I wish though if they had survived till the Second World rolled out.” 
 
    “Now tell us, why are you after what we carry?” Darren said. “Being our cousin, we might allow you to take a peek at it for the sake of old times, if you say why you are after it.” 
 
    “It can help save lives,” I said. 
 
    Darren made an expression like I was trying to be big. 
 
    “Ah, of course, always the good guy, right?” Darren said. “Anyway, we don’t turn from our promises.” He clapped his hands. Two of the servants brought the chest and placed it in front of me. It was Darren who opened the chest. 
 
    There was a statue inside. One with horns. 
 
    “It would fit well in the rock, sir,” Danor said from behind me. 
 
    “Because we took it from the rock, of course,” Daria said. “I reckon you went to the oasis as well?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You didn’t face any difficulties in retrieving this?” I said. The last vessel had been so strictly guarded. It would be foolish to think this one wouldn’t be. 
 
    “Nah,” Darren said. “It was easy. But then what’s easy for us is tough for noobs like you. You have always been a noob, haven’t you, Lanak ?” 
 
    I didn’t reply. 
 
    “I guess you had to face demons?” I said. “Is that what you mean by easy?” 
 
    “This time it was actually easy,” Daria said observing me with a curious eye, “our slaves swam up to it and brought it. No hindrances. We plan to sell it and make money, loads of it. Things like these are worth a lot in the southern tip of our lovely subcontinent.” 
 
    I knew that Daria wasn’t lying. Yet, I found it hard to swallow that getting the statue had been that easy. 
 
    “Can you give it to us instead?” I asked the siblings. They both broke into laughter. 
 
    “Oh, of course, we will give it to you,” they said, “heck we will sell it to you. We would even give you a discount of a few gold coins.” 
 
    “But we shall not go below five hundred thousand gold coins,” Darren added in a business-like voice without laughing. 
 
    Of course, I had nowhere close to that kind of money. 
 
    I didn’t say anything and they probably understood that I didn’t have the money. Daria clapped her hands. The servants came and they took away the chest. 
 
    “It’s been nice meeting you,” Daria said, “we had hoped to never see the scumbag that you are, but either ways, thanks for conjuring old memories in our minds of the times when we had fun with you.” 
 
    Daria went back and climbed onto her camel. 
 
    Darren came to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. He eyed the wound on my cheek and then looked at Lana. 
 
    “She kissed you, eh?” Darren whispered to me, and then he chuckled like he had made the greatest joke in the universe. He too walked back and got onto his camel. 
 
    “Goodbye scum-face,” Daria said, “we hope to never cross paths with you again. Now what are you waiting for, rats?” she said to her slaves, “Get moving, we need to get to the festival on time. We need to sell our wares after all.” 
 
    And the servants and the two siblings on the camels began to move past us.  I remained standing on the spot. Lana came over to me. 
 
    “You knew them right? From the real world?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I grew up with them,” I said, “their mother was the cousin of my mother. She had to take me with her after my parents died as she was my closet relative then.” 
 
    “Why did you let them make fun of you?” Lana said. 
 
    I didn’t reply. Maybe because they had always made fun of me, maybe? 
 
    “Yes, sir, they were treating you like the people in my village used to treat me,” Danor said, “I thought you would have stood up to them.” 
 
    Those words definitely hurt. I felt like I had gone down in my own perspective of myself. 
 
    “And you can definitely not let them go without taking the statue,” Lana added. “We need it! It is the vessel we are after.” 
 
    I sighed. I turned at the party of my cousins that had gone only a short distance away from us. This was my chance to stand up to them. I wouldn’t let it go. I couldn’t let it go. 
 
    “Let’s get that statue,” I said, “they won’t be giving it to us, so let’s take it.” 
 
    The chest was being carried by two of the slaves. The camels were moving on either side of the chest and there were slaves both behind the chest and in front of it. Further, some of the slaves were moving in a protective circle around the siblings with the chest in the centre. 
 
    “Lana, can you go to them and get the chest?” I said. “Meanwhile I will be flying the Sphere above them. Don’t even look back once you get the chest. Shoot right up towards the Sphere. They are carrying other things besides the chest, things that can harm us. They weren’t kidding when they said so earlier, believe me.” 
 
    Lana nodded. 
 
    “I will do that,” she said. 
 
    Then I turned at the sand demons. 
 
    “You will protect Lana,” I said, “Stay near her when she dives for the chest, all right?” 
 
    The nodded earnestly. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, even though my cheek pained because of that. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16: The Wizard 
 
    “This is where they had been fishing, I reckon, when they first heard the echo,” the mayor said.  
 
    I nodded, observing the stream. The moon high up in the sky casted light that reflected in the waters of the stream, giving it a rather magical effect. There were insects singing as well. Oh, what a nice time for the completion of my plans! The mayor and I had come alone. I had made sure that nobody had seen me and him come towards these parts. Everyone believed that I was still in the guest house. The mayor’s idiot son was away. The pieces were finally falling in place. I could barely contain my excitement. 
 
    Why hadn’t I conceived a plan such as this before? All were mere puppets in my hands as of the moment. Lanak the succubi tamer, the idiot son, the mayor, the entire town! All mere puppets. All carrying out things so that I could profit out of them. 
 
    Then I turned at the mayor. 
 
    He had been reluctant to come to the stream so late at night, but I had convinced him. I had developed a good mouth over the years, one that could easily pass for the mouth of a man who was, let’s say, more innocent than me. There was some fear on his face as a result of the night, but I could see that he still completely trusted me. He probably thought if anything went wrong, I would readily give up my life to protect him. I had after all travelled the great distances so that the town could be saved. 
 
    As if that was true. 
 
    I contemplated even as I felt the hilt of the dagger hidden beneath my robes whether I should let the mayor know of my true nature before I put him to the forever sleep. I decided I would. I swam in an ocean of lies. A truth on a few occasions wouldn’t be that bad, would it? After all one needed to taste all flavours of life. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “I called you here to tell you something, something that is very important, believe me. More important than ever anything I have ever told you.” 
 
    “And what is it?” the mayor asked with a look of concern. 
 
    “The truth,” I said. I clutched my forehead, pretending like it was something that was causing me mental agony. I looked up at the mayor again. His trust in me had not faltered one bit. Wise man, he was. But wise men often made mistakes. 
 
    “The truth?” he asked me. 
 
    “About the echoes,” I said, “there are no such things as that. I created the myth. The eerie sounds I created with a quick spell of mine. As for the succubus that was sighted near the town earlier, she had been bewitched by me. She had been a free succubus, not one enslaved by the succubi queen. Bewitching a succubus is very hard, I must tell you, but I succeeded. Too bad Lanak killed her, but at least that proved that he still retained some of his tamer powers.” 
 
    The Mayor visibly shivered. He took a step backwards. His trust in me was finally breaking. I decided to continue revealing the truths to him. 
 
    “But worry not, there is a real threat of the Succubi Queen. Once Lanak is able to defeat her, the many succubi that are currently under the queen’s control will come under him. I already own his trust, so following the queen’s downfall it would be child’s play for me to take over the control of the succubi from Lanak. I am positive that Lanak would be able to defeat the queen for he used to be the best succubi tamer in my part of the world and his fame was spread wide. Even if he fails, well, then thanks to your good son I will become the next mayor.” 
 
    “What did you do to my son?” the mayor asked. He was finally glaring at me. 
 
    “Oh, I never did anything to him,” I said, “he did everything himself. He was the one who came to me asking for a way to gain the ability to see stats. One thing led to another and he signed a blood agreement which would make me the mayor of this town after your passing. And today is the day when I become the next mayor.” 
 
    I pulled out the knife from under the robes. I showed it to the mayor. 
 
    “Do not be afraid,” I said, the sword shining bright in the moonlight. It was a bronze dagger, one of the highest quality. “It’ll be a quick death. Where should I strike you?” 
 
    The mayor turned and ran. I laughed. I had longer legs than him, how could be possibly think he could escape me? A few leaps and I managed to grab his clothes and stop him. Yet, he still struggled. This had always fascinated me. People always struggled in the final moments before I killed them. I had yet to meet someone who would readily accept death. 
 
    The mayor tried to hit me with his elbows. I decided I had had enough with the play. I slit his throat, nice and easy. He slumped to the ground, trying to mumble words and failing, blood gushing out of his neck. In two minutes he was dead. I bent and closed his eyes.  
 
    I smiled. I had much to thank the idiot son. The kind of man he was, he was sure to overuse the powder. Before long he would be the same as a frail old man and would meet his death somewhere while crying out to be able to see his stats. 
 
    I clapped my hands. 
 
    Xero appeared from behind a tree. He was my faithful mahout. A trustworthy man, I had saved him when he was a child and from then on he regarded me like a god.  
 
    “Dig a grave and let the old mayor sleep in peace,” I said to him, “make sure that not a drop of blood is anywhere around this spot. I shall now retire for the guest house. Tomorrow I will declare myself as the new mayor.” 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: Lanak Tanor 
 
    I stood at the top of the Sphere, controlling the craft with my mind through the touch that I maintained with my feet, and watched as Lana shot up to the sky, the sand demons around her in a circle. And then all of them dived. Lower and lower they went. 
 
    Finally Lana had a grip on the chest. She had taken the party with complete surprise. Daria and Darren had never thought we would stand up against them.  
 
    Lana pulled at the chest hard. The slaves holding it tried to pull it back. But Lana, thanks to her powers, was the stronger one. She pulled it out of the grasp of the slaves and up she shot to the sky and towards the Sphere. She reached the craft. 
 
    “Get inside,” I said to her, while the sand demons spread themselves as sand over the surface of the Sphere. Lana took the chest inside. I looked down at the party. 
 
    “Return it to us or you shall pay,” Daria shouted from below. 
 
    “I am sorry, cousin,” I said, “but I needn’t always listen to you.” 
 
    I entered the Sphere and closed the lid. 
 
    I made the Sphere shoot away.  
 
    “See?” Lana said, though she looked a bit drained, “It wasn’t so easy, was it?” 
 
    With the help of Danor, I opened the chest. The lid was closed quite tight. 
 
    The statue was inside. 
 
    “What is this, sir?” Danor said. He placed his finger over a hole at the chin of the statue’s head. 
 
    “It looks like it would fit a key,” Lana observed. She was correct, it could only be a key hole. 
 
    I searched all about the chest, but the key was missing. 
 
    And then I recalled. During my conversation with Daria earlier, I had thought of seeing a necklace on her with the odd locket that was shaped like a key. 
 
    I pulled at my hairs and looked at Danor and Lana. 
 
    “My cousin has the key,” I said. “We’d have to return to them.” 
 
    At that point one of the sand demons took human form at the windshield and he began to wave at us. There was much terror on his sandy face. I went and opened the lid. Immediately one of the sand demons came inside. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “They have summoned a djinn!” the sandman said. 
 
    “A djinn?” I said. 
 
    “An evil demon that will follow whatever its masters tell it to do,” the sand demon replied. 
 
    I turned the Sphere, such that the windshield was pointed towards the party of travellers. And there I saw it. A great humanoid monster. He stood fifty feet tall. 
 
    And even as we watched he leapt to the air. 
 
    I made the Sphere accelerate. But the djinn was fast. He grabbed the Sphere with his bare hands which were much larger than the Sphere and down we went, his great palm visible clearly on the windshield. 
 
    How on earth were we going to get out of this new trouble? 
 
    “If we stay inside he can do nothing, right?” Danor said. Yes, I thought, the Sphere was not easy to destroy. As long as we remained inside we were safe. 
 
    After a few moments there was a knock on the lid. It was the kind of a graceful knock that only Daria could have managed. 
 
    “I’ll go out,” I said. Lana slapped her forehead with her hand. 
 
    “You want to put yourself in trouble again?” she asked me, “You think that woman would let you go after we stole her chest?” 
 
    “But we need the key,” I said. 
 
    “You think she’ll give it to you that easily?” 
 
    I thought over our options. There weren’t many. 
 
    “If we remain here, the demon would forever keep us in his grasp,” I said. “Eventually hunger and thirst would force us to go outside. The longer we make them wait, the angrier they will be. However, if I go out now, I might actually have a chance at getting her necklace, the key.” 
 
    “We’ll go out with you,” the sand demons said. “The djinn has powers to turn us to stone and crush and kill us. But we will not stay away from protecting you for that was the command of our good queen.” 
 
    I nodded. So that’s why the sand demons had been frightened of the djinn. It could actually kill them. 
 
    I opened the lid. 
 
    Daria was standing on the top of the Sphere near the lid. 
 
    “Come out, scum face, come out with the chest,” she said and she jumped down from the Sphere. Reluctantly, I grabbed the chest and I went outside. Darren was ready and he snatched the chest from me the moment I was out. 
 
    “Did you actually think you could get away from us despite our warning?” Daria asked, as Darren opened the chest and looked inside it to see that the statue was there. 
 
    “Give me the chest and the key,” I said, “it’s for the best of everyone. It will save lives.” 
 
    Daria laughed. 
 
    “You remain an idiot,” she said. “So many years and still you haven’t learned a thing.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “why don’t you put the key into the statue yourself? Maybe it will end up benefitting you more than if you sell it? Maybe?” 
 
    Daria pursed her lips, as if in thought. I felt like I had scored something here. Getting Daria to actually think something you wanted her to think was a task in itself. Daria turned to Darren. 
 
    “You know,” she said to her brother, “the scum face might actually be right for once.” 
 
    Darren stared at the chest and then he looked at me. 
 
    “What if something bad happens once we put the key inside the statue?” he said. “Ancient artefacts are often cursed. Are you trying to get us killed?” 
 
    “Fine, let me do it then,” I said. 
 
    Both Daria and Darren laughed. 
 
    “Your djinn will always be there if I make any attempt to take away the chest.” I said. 
 
    “Hmm,” Daria said. “You are pricking my interests. All right, we will allow you to do that.” 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18: Zurk 
 
    I made my way towards the river. It was the only place I could have left the ring, the very one given to be my late wife. I just couldn’t afford to let go of the ring. I had searched for it all about in my house in vain, and even though it was the dead of the night, I had made up my guts to come towards the river, my eyes ever on the path that I had trodden earlier in the day, moving my torch closer to the ground every time I saw anything glitter. But so far glittering objects had turned out to be anything but the ring. 
 
    I had come to fish earlier. My friend, Lanak was not there, but I couldn’t let the children at the orphanage go without fish for a week. I had never had any children. I wanted at least the orphans to be happy. 
 
    Finally I reached the river bank. The water level had gone down considerably, which was usual for this time of the year. I scanned the river bank, barely ever looking up. While I couldn’t remember any instance when I had removed the ring from my finger, I hoped against hope that I would find it. I had to find it. 
 
    I was lost as I moved about, when a snake slithered mere inches away from my leg leapt to the air in fright. I landed on the soft sand of the bank. I slipped and fell. My jaw hit the ground hard. As for my torch it fell into the river and snuffed out. 
 
    I grunted. I moved my jaw and thankfully I didn’t feel like it had broken, although it still pained from the impact. Thankfully I hadn’t hit any of the boulders. That would have been disastrous for sure. And then I saw a round object mere inches away from my eyes. It was shining in the moonlight. I touched it with my hand. 
 
    Oh, the peace I felt when I realised that it was my ring! 
 
    I let out a laugh. The memory of my wife would remain intact. I now recalled that earlier in the day once my fishing rod had fallen into the river. Before leaping into the river to take it back, I had removed the ring from my finger and placed it on a rock, so that there was no chance of me losing it in the river. I kissed the ring presently. 
 
     I pushed myself up. The snake had slithered away to a safe distance. Hell, I was thankful to it. Without the snake I might have never found the ring. 
 
    As I turned to leave the spot, my eyes fell on the other side of the river. A short distance away from the bank I saw the glow of a torch behind the bushes and trees. Who could it be? As I listened harder, I could hear a repeating sound, as though somebody was digging, striking the earth with the shovel again and again. 
 
    My curiosity was piqued. Yet, at the same time I felt myself get paralysed to the spot as I recalled the other day when the succubus had come. I gulped. I looked at the way that led to the town and to my house. It was so inviting. It promised me safety. 
 
    Then I turned to the glow of the torch on the opposite bank. The moment was a strange one. My heart hammered loud in my chest. One thing I was sure. Whoever was on the other side was doing something that they didn’t want others to know.  
 
    I made the decision quick and decided to be brave, even though I wanted to piss in fear. 
 
    I rubbed my wife’s ring. 
 
    “Let’s be brave, eh, Corella?” I whispered. It took me much courage to move my legs, which had caught a shiver. Somehow, I made it to the very edge of the river. The water was low enough that I needn’t swim to get across. 
 
    I prayed that the person—if it indeed was a person— wouldn’t hear me. Very slowly, I crossed the river, careful to not make the smallest of sounds. But once my slipper got stuck in the mud underneath, as I pulled it up it created a big splashing sound. 
 
    The sound of digging on the other side abruptly stopped. My temples throbbed with fear. I became very still. 
 
    And then the person continued digging and I could breathe a sigh of relief. I made further progression, and eventually I reached the opposite bank. I had to be extra careful from now on. I picked up a fist sized stone. The person could be armed and if they saw and attacked me, I could at least throw the stone at them and flee at breakneck speed. 
 
    I moved towards the trees. There was something very ominous about the entire affair. I got as close to the source of the light and hid myself behind a tree with a fat trunk. And then I stole a peek at the person who was digging. 
 
    I put my hand over my mouth to prevent myself from letting out a curse. 
 
    It was the mahout of the wizard! 
 
    He was digging a large square shaped hole in the ground. A few feet away from him lay the mayor.  
 
    Dead.  
 
    A big wound on his throat. I felt like the ground beneath my feet had just disappeared, and I caught the tree for support. 
 
    Why would the mahout bury the dead body of the mayor so secretly? Of course because he killed him! 
 
    But would the mahout have the guts to kill the mayor? I had a feeling that it was not the mahout, but his master, the wizard who might have committed the hideous crime and asked the mahout to bury the mayor. 
 
    The wizard pretended to be a good man. He would walk about the town in the mornings with a big smile on his face, but on occasions I had seen a dark shadow cross his face, one that could only be possessed by men of a different nature. 
 
    I considered what I should do right now. Besides the shovel, one hit of which on my head might be enough to render me unconscious, there also hung a fat sword at the waist of the mahout. All I had was the stone. Even if I threw it and hit the mahout and actually managed to kill him, I now knew the nature of the wizard well. He might make up some story saying it was me who had killed the mayor and make a hero out of the dead mahout saying he had tried to stop me or something like that. The townsfolk trusted the wizard. He had set up a good image of himself.  
 
    My word would be best believed with the mahout alive. 
 
    I needed to make my way to the town right now and alert everyone. The townsfolk could definitely do without one night of sleep if the mayor’s murder was concerned. 
 
    I began to make my way towards the river very quietly. As I put my leg into the river water, I felt a sharp bite in my toe and I let out a cry. I lifted up leg and saw that it was a crab. I had a hard time pulling away the crab. 
 
    Then I recalled the mahout. I turned my head. He was standing at the edge of the woods a few metres away, sword in hand. 
 
    Run! A voice yelled in my mind. 
 
    I began to put one foot in front of the other in desperation as the mahout raced for the river and towards me. Once I even stumbled and fell face first on the water, but I quickly pulled myself up, the mahout still a few metres behind, wading through the water in my pursuit. I was sure this guy would kill me if he could catch me. 
 
    Finally, I reached the river bank. At that very moment the mahout, who was way agile than me being the younger man, was able to grab the back of my shirt and he pulled at it. My instinct to survive kicked in. I picked up a stone even as he tried to pull me closer to him and I threw it at him. He let go of my shirt as he ducked to avoid the stone. 
 
    Taking the chance, I broke into a run. 
 
    The mahout pursued. He was fast, despite his short legs. Before I knew it, he had reached me. He landed a blow on my back. I went staggering forward and tumbled onto the ground. In moments the mahout was atop me. He raised his sword to kill me, but I was not ready to give up yet. I grabbed his hands just as he was about to lower the sword. The two of us struggled against each other. Abruptly, I bent his wrist. He yelped in pain and I was able to push him away from over me, even though I couldn’t take the sword from him. And then I dashed towards the town as fast as I could. I didn’t look back even once. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: Lanak Tanor 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    I prayed whatever happened once I inserted the key in the statue would not kill me. I glanced at the others, all were a good distance away from me. Lana and Danor had wanted to come to my aid, but they had been told by Daria to not do so and that I should use the key alone. 
 
    A cool wind blew, which was a stark contrast to the hot winds that blew in the desert during day time. Above in the sky the stars twinkled, the galaxy visible in all its wonder and glory. 
 
    I put the key into the hole. I turned the key; a clicking sound reached my ears. The moment seemed to last forever. 
 
    I waited patiently, not withdrawing the key from the hole. A minute passed, then a second one. Nothing occurred. I withdrew the key and I turned at the others in the distance. 
 
    “Is this the correct key?” I shouted at them. 
 
    Just then, there were a series of strange clicking sounds coming from the statue. They sounded creepy. I looked at the statue, my heart hammering in my chest. The clicking sounds stopped and the next moment the front part of the statue fell down, and a light of great intensity revealed itself. 
 
    Fire. 
 
    A succubus of green fire stepped outside the statue. 
 
    She raised both her fists into the air. And she began to grow taller and taller… 
 
    The head emanating from her was so much that I had to back away. After a moment, I was running like mad. The others in the distance were also fleeing. Only Lana, Danor and the sand demons stood their ground, beckoning me to run fast to them. My cousins and their party fled. 
 
    By the time I reached the Sphere, the Succubus had grown as tall as the djinn, who was also fleeing along with his masters. Lana, Danor and I quickly got inside the Sphere and we took off, the sand demons forming a surface on the outer side. 
 
    “Now what the hell is that?” Lana asked. The light from the succubus of fire had illuminated the entire desert, such that it seemed like the sun had returned. 
 
    I made the Sphere travel in a backward direction, such that the windshield was constantly facing the fire succubus. I certainly didn’t want her to attack us from behind. As we fled, I watched as down below the succubus caught up to the fleeing party of my cousins. I saw Daria wave her arm at the djinn as though giving him an order. The djinn promptly stopped running and extended his arms wide at the succubus as though telling her that his masters were not to be messed with. 
 
    The succubus threw herself at the djinn and the two of them fell to the ground. I watched as the clothes of the djinn caught fire and every part of his body that was being touched by the succubus began to turn black and bleed. 
 
    It was a sight to witness for sure. With great effort the djinn was able to kick the succubus away. He staggered up himself and hastened to put out the fire that had caught his clothes. His face was covered with lines of pain. I almost felt pity for the djinn, even though only a short while ago he was about to kill us all on Daria’s orders. 
 
    Meanwhile, the cousins and the slaves moved as fast as they could.  
 
    “Why are we not moving, sir?” Danor asked. I realised that I had stopped the Sphere in mid-air, so caught I was by all that was happening in front of us. 
 
    I looked at Danor and Lana with wide eyes. 
 
    “You know, we will need to defeat this succubus, right, if we want to stop the queen?” I said to them. It was a hard truth and it was clear on the faces of both Danor and Lana that they didn’t want to mess with this particular succubus of fire, even though they had shown considerable courage against everything that we had encountered previously. 
 
    “But how will we do it?” Lana asked. “She will burn us. We can’t even touch her.” 
 
    “We will catch fire even if we go too near to her,” Danor said. I scratched my head.  
 
    “Let me think,” I said. There had to be a way, right? I turned back at the windshield. The djinn had broken into a run and the succubus was giving him chase. The djinn was trying his best to lure the succubus away from his masters. But it wasn’t enough. The succubus had wings and she flew to the air and chased him. Before long she landed a kick on the back of the djinn such that he fell on a great dune of sand. 
 
    One thing I noticed about this particular succubus was that she was not using her charming powers. Apparently, when fire worked, charm wasn’t needed much. 
 
    The succubus presently pinned the djinn down, and then she opened her mouth, revealing great canines of fire. With this she bit into the neck of the djinn. After a few moments of kicking his legs in desperation, the djinn went limp. The succubus stood over her victim and watched him. The parts of the djinn’s body that the succubus had touched were still on fire, but the fire was quickly dying. 
 
    And then the djinn sat up. His eyes were bright. A bit too bright indeed. 
 
    His eyes had turned to green balls of fire. How his eye sockets contained them, I had no idea. 
 
    Horns sprouted from the top of his head, horns of fire, much like the body of the succubus. The wounds he had received from the touch of the succubus began to heal and in moments they had disappeared. His clothes also repaired themselves magically.  
 
    He now belonged to the succubus. 
 
    The succubus and the djinn now together marched towards the fleeing party, and towards us as well. I made the Sphere speed in the opposite direction, just to be safe. I reckoned even if the succubus was at a good distance from us, I wouldn’t lose her, thanks to her sun-like glow. 
 
    The djinn stamped on the slaves, killing them immediately. His masters, Daria and Darren, he picked up. Even from the distance I could see the tiny forms of Daria and Darren struggling. If they had treated me better in the past, I might have tried to save them. But I didn’t feel any urge to do so. If they died, I wouldn’t be hurt at all, even though they were my cousins. Cousins who were responsible for a relatively traumatised childhood and teenage life. 
 
    The djinn handed Daria and Darren to the succubus. Only had the succubus held them in her hands, that they were completely incarcerated, as though they had been made of paper. I heard Lana gasp beside me.  
 
    Next, the succubus turned her attention towards the Sphere. She flapped her fiery wings and took to the air. She was very fast. I made the Sphere shoot up into the clouds. But she was not ready to give up without destroying us. 
 
    There were times when she missed the Sphere by mere inches. I was able to avoid her, only because I fled the Sphere in a backward manner, keeping her in total sight. 
 
    “She won’t let us go, would she, sir?” Danor said, fear in his voice. 
 
    “I guess not,” I said. It was getting increasingly difficult to stay away from the succubus. “I made a mistake in not fleeing when her attention was on the others.” 
 
    “We can still distract her,” Lana said, but there was some guilt in her voice, “if we sacrifice one of the sand demons…” 
 
    I shook my head. I wouldn’t sacrifice others just to save my skin. But then, the light bulb suddenly turned on in my head. Maybe there was a way after all to deal with the succubus… and to perhaps even tame her. 
 
    “Lana,” I said, “I am going out. You control the Sphere.” 
 
    “But won’t it be dangerous, sir?” Danor said. 
 
    “It will be,” I said, “I might probably die even. But if we do nothing the succubus would certainly catch us and kill us.” 
 
    I transferred the controls of the Sphere to Lana. 
 
    “Do not venture to close to the ground,” I warned her as I moved towards the entry hole, “the djinn is below and he can jump quite high. Keep the succubus in sight. Move in a direction that you want to move, not in one that she is trying to move you in.” 
 
    I opened the lid and went out. I held the lid tightly. The succubus was constantly trying to catch us and Lana was manoeuvring the Sphere in wild ways to keep it out of the grasps of the succubus. 
 
    The head of one of the sand demons formed on the surface of the Sphere in front of me. 
 
    “Why did you come out?” he asked. “You should have stayed in.” 
 
    “Can you all help me?” I said. “I need to grab the horns of the succubus… and fly as well.” 
 
    “I am not getting you,” the sand demon said with much uncertainty. 
 
    “Oh, just cover me on all sides and make me fly,” I said, “does that make sense?” 
 
    The sand demons began to cover me in their sand. Soon all parts of my body, except my eyes and the holes of my nostrils were covered with sand.  
 
    “Fly me towards the succubus,” I said, “just don’t come in her grasp.” 
 
    I leapt from the Sphere, but the sand demons kept me afloat with their magic. 
 
    “Approach her from behind,” I said. The succubus had seen me, but she was still going for the Sphere. 
 
    I went closer and closer to her head. I was happy to have the sand demons covering me. While it didn’t protect me from the heat, it would definitely protect me from potential burns. 
 
    “Two of you go to her horns. Form rings around them and press hard,” I ordered the sand demons. Two of them obediently went, while the other three helped me to remain flying. 
 
    I watched as the sand demons reached the horns of the succubus. They changed their shapes and formed a ring each around the horns. They pressed. 
 
    Suddenly the succubus stopped chasing the Sphere. She grabbed her head as though in considerable pain. My heart leapt in elation. My plan was working! 
 
    I prepared to penetrate her mind, hoping she actually had one. But I acted too late. The succubus held the base of her horns around which the sand demons were, and then she seemed to increase the heat, as the green fire of her hands turned to white. 
 
    I watched with my heart sinking as the rings formed by the sand demons melted.  
 
    “They are dead,” said one of the sand demons who was keeping me afloat, a great sadness in his voice at the demise of his companions. The succubus lowered the heat and the rings formed by the sand demons turned to glass. With a tap of her fingers, the succubus broke the rings and the pieces fell to the ground down below. 
 
    She turned her fiery face towards me. 
 
    “Get me away!” I said to the sand demons. They flew at their top speed, the succubus coming at me with her top speed as well. I felt helpless. What I had thought would work had ended up killing two loyal sand demons. 
 
    “Is there any way you can apply force on the horns of the succubus?” I asked the sand demons. “Without getting me and yourselves killed?” 
 
    The sand demons suddenly halted in mid-air. 
 
    The great fiery hand of the succubus came to grab us.  
 
    “No!” I yelled, but just before the fingers of the succubus could close in around us, the sand demons dashed me away, towards the head of the succubus. 
 
    “Is it necessary that we should apply force on all sides of each horn in a circular fashion?” one of the sand demons asked me. I thought over it. All the succubi I had tamed before I had done so by grabbing their horns and causing them enough pain so that I could enter their minds. But it was more borne out of habit than necessity, plus it was easier to grab the horns when they were small. As long as I could cause pain to the succubi through their horns I would be able to enter their minds. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I said. “But make sure that she feels the pain though. The impact should be on each of the horns, preferably around the same time.” 
 
    The sand demons shot straight towards the stars. They had never gone this fast. I took a peek below to see that we had left the succubus a considerable way below. 
 
    And then I stopped in mid air. 
 
    The sand demons made me dive down, straight towards the succubus. 
 
    “Enter her mind the moment we hit her and cause her pain,” the sand demons told me, speeding fast downwards. 
 
    Mere moments before we were about to hit the head of the succubus two of the sand demons carrying me separated from me. They turned into balls in mid air and they impacted the base of each horn. The single sand demon carrying me only barely managed to keep me flying. It was my moment. I concentrated hard as I felt the mind of the succubus weaken for a split second. I entered her mind. 
 
    What followed was relatively easy. The black magic in her mind was not hiding behind any walls and I could chase it away. I exited the mind of the succubus, even as she stopped beating her wings and plummeted towards the desert below. 
 
    The sand demons who had turned to spheres came and joined me. 
 
    “We did it!” they said. 
 
    “We totally did, my friends,” I said to them, though I was still sad for the loss of the two demons. In the distance I watched as the Sphere descended towards the big crater that had formed because of the succubus hitting the desert. All around there was much dust in the air. We landed just next to the Sphere a small distance away from the gigantic crater. A good distance away, the djinn was down on his knees and wailing, waving his arms at the sky. The green fire had left his eyes and his horns had disappeared, and with each moment he was shrinking in size. He had failed to protect his true masters, my cousins, and this was his punishment I supposed. Heck, he had killed his true masters. Soon, the djinn had shrunk so much that he couldn’t be seen anymore. I reckoned that was the end of him. 
 
    Lana and Danor came out of the Sphere, even as the sand demons separated from my body and took humanoid shapes of their own. Then all of us gazed down at the crater. At the very bottom of the crater there was a girl, an unconscious one. She began to stir and she opened her eyes. She was glowing, a strange glitter all over her. 
 
    After a while she spotted us. She floated up to us by magic. Her eyes fixed with mine. 
 
    “You have freed me,” she said, “I shall be forever grateful to you. A long while ago I came under the curse of the succubi. Today I am finally free and I can ascend to the heavens. But before that, to thank you for what you have done, I shall give you one wish. If you ask for it than it will happen exactly as you want it to.” 
 
    “Ask her to heal your wound,” Lana said to me, “so you don’t become a demon in three days.” 
 
    I smiled, even as I shook my head. 
 
    “If you want me to heal you, I will,” the girl said. 
 
    “No,” I said. I found it funny. I had turned into a young man again, but I reckoned I had learned a few things over the many years I had been alive both in this world and in the real one. “I would like you to resurrect the two sand demons that died tonight.” 
 
    The sand demons standing near me gasped in surprise. 
 
    “There are many of us,” they said to me, “you needn’t ask for the resurrection of our fallen comrades. Ask for your own healing, we beg you.” 
 
    I still shook my head. I recalled how sadly the sand demons had spoken when the other two had died. I looked at the girl in the eye. 
 
    “Please resurrect the sand demons,” I said to her, “it is what I want.” 
 
    “And so it shall be,” the girl said. A wind blew, shards of glass came flying from far away, and formed tow piles. The glass turned to sand, and the sand turned to sand demons. 
 
    “We are alive!” they said in glee. They and the other sand demons hugged each other. 
 
    “You are a good man,” the girl said to me, appreciation in her eyes, “you made a good decision today, albeit not a very wise one considering the circumstances, though perhaps it might have been wise after all. I am limited to granting you just one wish, but I will tell you something that might help you to heal yourself. Far south in the sea, there live merepeople. They can heal you, but ask them nicely.” 
 
    And saying so, the girl began to float higher. Then there was a bright flash of light, and all she left behind was glitter, which too disappeared after a few moments. 
 
    Lana placed a hand on my shoulder. She looked at the sand demons who were so happy. 
 
    “You are a total idiot,” she told me with a smile, “but you are a good captain.” 
 
     “What is that?” one of the sand demons said, pointing at the distant horizon. I followed his finger and saw that there was something flying, perhaps a very large bird, at the horizon. 
 
    “Is that the dragon, sir?” Danor said. 
 
    I peered harder. In a moment I realised that it indeed was the dragon, except it was flying in a different direction and not towards us. 
 
    “It is the dragon,” I said, “I don’t think he has seen us, come let’s fly to him.” 
 
    We climbed into the Sphere with the sand demons covering the outer surface of it and off we went. The dragon was flying fast and I had to accelerate the Sphere to get to him. I made the Sphere fly right in front of his head. His eyes went wide when he saw us. 
 
    I made the Sphere descend down and the dragon followed it down as well. 
 
    “Where did you disappear before?” I asked him. 
 
    “I went searching for you when the dust storm occurred,” the dragon replied, “but instead I got lost myself. When the storm subsided I decided that it was best if I followed the way south, hoping that you might have survived the storm and journeyed south to get the second vessel. But the second vessel is not where it should be, somebody has taken it.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we have already dealt with the second vessel,” I said. 
 
    The dragon frowned as though not believing. 
 
    “We have even dealt with the succubus of the second vessel,” I said. Then I explained in as few words as possible what had happened to us after the dragon had been separated from us. The dragon looked at my cheek. 
 
    “That is one bad wound,” he said. I showed him the other places where I had been bitten on my arm, and he pursed his giant lips worriedly. 
 
    “I have heard of merepeople,” the dragon said, “and I do know that they possess medicinal skills that cannot be rivalled with those of any other race. Also, the way to the third vessel lies in the sea. I reckon we can get two things done at the same time.” 
 
    “Way to the third vessel?” I asked. “Not the actual third vessel?” 
 
    “The third vessel is at the centre of the earth, my friend,” the dragon said. “There is a special kind of portal in the sea which leads to the centre as far as I know.” 
 
    *** 
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    Chapter 20: Zurk 
 
    I was nearing the town. There were a few houses which still had the lights on. I loved people who ate dinner late! I turned around. The mahout was still pursuing me, but he was slower now as though he was afraid to come any more near the town. I felt invincible at that moment. I had defeated a much younger man than me in terms of age. 
 
    I let out a laugh. 
 
    “Forget ever catching me!” I said to the mahout.  The mahout abruptly stopped and a grin split his face. I was suddenly concerned. Why would he do that? Or was he delirious at failing? 
 
    At that moment, I collided against something… perhaps somebody. I had been running with my head turned behind. Too bad, when I turned to look at the person with whom I had collided, I saw to my horror that it was none other than the wizard. 
 
    He was strong for a slim man and he grabbed my clothes and didn’t let go even though I struggled. The mahout caught up. 
 
    “He had been sneaking on me,” the mahout said to the wizard. 
 
    “He saw everything?” the wizard asked. None of his usual smiles were on his lips. The wizard had turned into an absolute demon, a monster ready to kill if it suited his purpose. If only the townsfolk had seen this form of the wizard earlier, or if only the mayor had guessed that the wizard had a more benevolent personality that what he projected to the people, things could have been so different. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose,” the mahout said. “I saw him at the river bank at the point of fleeing.” 
 
    Wait, I thought, the mahout had never actually seen me looking at what he had been doing. 
 
    “I-I don’t understand,” I stammered, “What am I supposed to have seen?” I made an innocent face. 
 
    “Don’t pretend, why else would you run?” the mahout asked. 
 
    “You were holding such a big sword in your hand in such a threatening manner,” I said, “anybody would be scared. And then you attacked me when I was crossing the river as well.” 
 
    “What were you doing at the river bank at this time of the night, anyway?” the wizard asked, his eyes fixed at me as though trying to detect any lie. I raised a shivering hand and showed him the ring. 
 
    “I lost my ring at the river earlier in the day,” I said, “the ring is the only reminder I have of my late wife. I had to go searching for it regardless of what time of the night it is. I couldn’t live without it!” At least that part of my story was true and I stared defiantly at the eyes of the wizard. He seemed to buy it, for his expression went from one of a vicious demon to the friendly man he pretended to be most of the time. He let go of my clothes. 
 
    The wizard smiled. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” he said, “don’t get any of us wrong. My good man here had been instructed by me to go about the town and the forests nearby at night searching for any kind of nefarious activity. So when he saw you he naturally thought you might be up to something fishy and he raised his sword. When you broke into a run, he was confirmed and gave you chase, is that right?” 
 
    The wizard turned at the mahout. 
 
    “Y-yes,” the mahout said in some uncertainty even as he sheathed his sword. “He began running immediately after seeing me. I guessed I was faulty at not asking him what he was really doing.” 
 
    “See?” the wizard said. “I guess that solves the little physical quarrel?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my luck. These two were actually buying my story? I had thought the wizard was a crafty man. Perhaps I was wrong? I could barely hide my elation. 
 
    I was elated too soon. 
 
    The wizard placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “You mentioned your late wife,” he said, “do you live alone?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. The wizard pouted his lips as though he was very sorry for me. 
 
    “You see, the good mayor had gifted us some really good wine,” the wizard said, “there’s quite a bit of it, and I am afraid if the two of us had the wine alone we would get a pretty bad headache tomorrow morning. Why don’t you come join us for the night?” 
 
    My heart picked up pace again. Was this person trying to trick me or something? Or was he concerned that I might go about telling about the nightly excursions of the wizard and the mahout to my friends so maybe he wanted make me forget stuff with a really strong drink? If he doubted me he could kill me immediately, he was fully capable of that, yet here he was inviting me for a drink. 
 
    “I am afraid I couldn’t go with you,” I said, “I am not a man who drinks much.” 
 
    “Really?” the wizard said, frowning in a way as though he thought I was joking. I actually drank a little every now and then. “But I would still insist. It would be a way to undo our fault at giving you such a hard time running through the jungle. A little wine will fix things up, come one.” 
 
    And without waiting for a final response from me, he turned at the mahout. 
 
    “The two of you come along to my house at a slow pace,” the wizard said, “I will go fast and do the preparations for our little celebration.” 
 
    And he turned at his heels and marched away. 
 
    The mahout began to walk, but seeing that I was not moving, he placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Come, sir,” he said, “I gave you a hard time tonight, didn’t I?” And he pulled me along. Yes, he did so more like a friend than the killer that he had been only a few minutes back, yet I couldn’t shake of the feeling that going to the guest house tonight would not be the best idea. 
 
    There was not a single soul out in the streets of the town. The few lights that had been when I had first emerged from the woods were out now. Even insects weren’t singing so much. The silence was making me feel uneasy. The mahout didn’t speak anything on the way to the guest house, but he always had his arm around my shoulders, pulling me along. 
 
    But then I told myself that perhaps I was thinking too much? If the wizard and the mahout wanted to kill me, wouldn’t they have done it in the woods itself? They could have just buried me beside the mayor and that would have been the end of my tale. So maybe there was still hope? 
 
    We finally reached the residence of the mayor. The guest house was at one side of the campus of the mayor’s home. I looked at the mansion of the mayor. I wondered if the wife and the son of the mayor knew he wasn’t in the house or of the tragedy that had befallen him. I reckoned they were both sleeping soundly, lost in the blissful lands of dream. 
 
    The mahout pushed open the gate and we entered the premises of the mayor’s residence and then we moved towards the much smaller guest house, to which a different path led amidst the garden of the mayor. I had never been to the mayor’s residence before, even though I had lived in the same town for all of my life. 
 
    We reached the guest house. The wizard had come very quicky earlier, and now he opened the door and ushered us in. He told us to keep our slippers outside, for they were filled with mud from the river bank where the mahout and I had had our struggle. 
 
    There were two bottles of wine on a table, with three chairs around it. There were three glasses, but near the wine bottles there was also a queer greenish powder on a piece of parchment paper. The wizard beckoned me to one of the chairs, while he and the mahout slumped down on the other chairs. 
 
    “I have been a bit of a wine connoisseur myself,” the wizard said, “the mayor provides good wine. He’s a good man, may he live long.” I barely prevented myself from flinching when I heard these words. The wizard poured wine onto the three glasses and gave me one. I began to sip it, but just then the wizard held up his hand. 
 
    “Oh, how can we forget the taste bud powder?” he said. 
 
    “The taste bud powder?” I asked. 
 
    He grabbed a pinch of the powder from the parchment and spread it over his wine. The mahout did the same. 
 
    “Go ahead,’ the wizard said, “get a pinch yourself, you’ll be surprised how it elevates the taste of the already good wine.” 
 
    I took a pinch of the powder and added it to the drink. I reckoned it wouldn’t be harmless for the wizard and the mahout had also added it to their drinks.  
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    While they had added it, they didn’t gulp the wine after adding the powder. They merely acted out the part. I on the other hand blissfully emptied the glass, seized by my love for good wine, even as I disregarded the circumstances under which I had been offered it. 
 
    The moment the wine was in my stomach, I felt like I no longer had the leash over my own mouth. This had never happened to me earlier, and in a few moments I had deduced that the powder had other purposes than to merely elevate the taste. 
 
    “I did go to the river bank searching for my wife’s ring,” I said, “but I found it on the side of the river where the mahout wasn’t. When I saw a torch glowing on the other side, I crossed the river, overcome by curiosity.” 
 
    “And what did you see?” the wizard said with a sly grin. 
 
    “I hid behind a large tree and I saw the mahout digging a giant hole in the earth. Beside him was the mayor, dead.” I put a hand over my mouth to stop from saying anything further, but the mahout wrenched my hand away. “I decided it was best to get away and tell the townsfolk. But when I put my leg in the water, I was bitten by a crab and I let out a cry. The mahout was alerted and when I turned, I saw him standing with a sword, ready to kill me. I ran for my life.” 
 
    The wizard stood up from his chair. He came behind me and he placed a hand on my shoulder and leaned in close to my ear. 
 
    “The pinch is actually something that we wizards call the Truth Powder,” he whispered, “I could have killed you earlier, but I didn’t want to get my hands dirty a second time. I thought if you are innocent it will just be a useless risk to murder you. Two men suddenly disappearing from the town can become a little suspicious. Alas, you leave me with no option. You are anything but innocent. You have seen way too much. Pray, get to your feet.” 
 
    My heart hammering in my chest I obeyed him and got up. I didn’t even beg him to let me go, even as the wizard pulled out a dagger from underneath his robes. The dagger that had visible blood stains, which undoubtedly belonged to the later mayor. 
 
    The wizard raised the dagger, gritting his teeth. He plunged it into my chest. The next thing I knew I was lying on the cold floor. I did not feel any pain, but I was well aware of something warm leaking out of my chest, even as the wizard seemed to give orders to the mahout what to do with my body. 
 
    My vision began to blur. In moments utter blackness had taken over. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. I was dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: Gorain the Inventor 
 
    I watched as my wife combed her hair sitting in front of the mirror. She was a beautiful woman. Alas, in the fifteen years that I had been married to her, I had never felt any feelings of love for her. Our marriage had always felt like a contract of sorts to me. 
 
    My wife was one of the distant cousins of the king. Owing to my skills at making scientific devices that had gone ways in securing the king’s powers over the kingdom, he had gifted me with the marriage, so that I became a part of his family. 
 
    Of course, I had never been in a position to say ‘No’ to the king. There had been a different woman that I had loved, but I had never dared speak about her to the king. Doing so would have brought both my life and the life of my love in danger. I had risked my life and seen her away to the very borders of the kingdom and asked her to never come. I had not been able to leave the kingdom myself thanks to a device of my own invention that I wore in a chain around my neck. It was designed to alarm the king if I left the borders of the kingdom. 
 
    King Arunzaki had ascended the throne some twenty five years ago. A crafty man, he had established his rule with all might by uniting the various towns and villages located in the southern part of the subcontinent. Then he had shown his true colours after about a year of declaring himself as the all mighty person of the kingdom. Nobody could ever say anything against him. Those who did usually disappeared under mysterious circumstances.  
 
    In the eastern part of the empire there was rumoured to be a prison camp where people were forced to do manual labour day in and day out until they died.  
 
    Still, others were not as lucky. 
 
    Each month there was a Ruler Day. It was always a day of ultimate terror. People were executed in ways that ashamed even the imagination. Sometimes the limbs of the guilty were chopped up, leaving them to bleed to dead, even as all others watched, unable to help and being forced to wear happy faces. At other times the eyes of the guilty people would be taken out and they would be forced to run about the kingdom. Anyone who saw them were supposed to hit them or kick them or do their best to cause pain to the guilty. Those who refused to punish the guilty were themselves charged with breaking the law and they faced the consequences on the Ruler Day of the month that followed. Over the years King Arunzaki’s rule had assumed the form of a curse, which could only be lifted if he was killed. Once in a while, a brave heart player would dare to accept the quest to uplift the curse. So far, no brave heart had succeeded. They usually ended up as Ruler Day victims. 
 
    My wife was presently done with her hair. 
 
    “How do I look?” she asked me. 
 
    I faked a big smile. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I said. 
 
    She did actually look gorgeous. But I had no emotional connection of any sorts with her. It didn’t really matter to me if she looked gorgeous or not. 
 
    “I am going to the Royal Palace,” she said, “one of the queens is having a baby.” 
 
    The king had quite a few wives. He seemed to have a new son or daughter every month or two. Plus, he just kept marrying at least twice or thrice a year. He was quite intent on preserving his legacy. 
 
    As my wife stood up, there was a knock at the door. It was the maid. She carried a letter in her hands.  
 
    “Can I come in?” she asked. I responded that she could. She came and handed me the letter. 
 
    “One of His Majesty’s men came with this letter,” the maid said. I opened the envelope. 
 
    “A dragon has been sighted. Come to the royal palace quickly. It should be visible shortly and you can use the giant telescope to view it.” 
 
    “Dragon?” I found myself muttering. 
 
    My wife turned sharply at me. 
 
    “Don’t they live in the underground world?” she asked. 
 
    “His Majesty says one would be shortly visible and I could use the giant telescope to view it.” 
 
    “Then we should go immediately,” my wife said.  
 
    I dressed up as quickly as possible. Our carriage was ever ready as usual and off we went. 
 
    “Can’t you invent something to improve transportation?” my wife asked when we were moving over a not particularly good portion of the road. 
 
    “Someday perhaps,” I said. “My previous attempts had failed.” 
 
    It wasn’t true. There were quite a few very successful inventions that I had declared unsuccessful. Many years ago, when I had still been young, I had received the Gift. It was a reward for completing a very special quest that involved me slaying a monster. The Gift allowed me to harness powers in the game world that were otherwise away from the grasps of regular players. Hence it was not very hard for me to invent things, but I made sure to show the king that even I had limitations. Besides, many of my inventions were already being used to terrorize the citizens of the kingdom. Every time I saw one of my inventions being used to torture someone it broke my heart.  
 
    The king only recently asked me to invent a device for faster communication, but I told him that such an invention was impossible with my current skill level. The truth was that I could message anyone I wanted. But I had never revealed this to anyone. The fabric of the game world could be pierced and I had used this to my advantage to create wonderful inventions that I kept hidden from everyone’s eyes. Alas, my talents had their limitations. It didn’t help that king Arunzaki had used a special spell on me such that I was bonded to him in a manner that if I tried to use any of my inventions to directly harm him, I would be hurt well or might even die. It was the reason why I was still stuck in this blasted kingdom following each and every command of the tyrant king. 
 
    After a while the royal palace came into view. Only the heavens knew what the main motive the king had behind asking me to see the dragon. 
 
    We didn’t directly go inside the palace. There was a massive statue of King Arunzaki that stood just before the main door of the palace. In front of this we bowed low for at least half a minute. We would have bowed for longer had we not come to the palace concerned with matters that couldn’t be waited on for long. 
 
    My wife parted from me and went towards the hospital wing of the royal palace. I meanwhile made it towards the King’s chamber. I told the guard about having come at the king’s orders and he let me inside. 
 
    The king’s chamber was lavish. There were quite a few paintings of the king, most of them depicting him doing something heroic, though in truth the events shown in the paintings were mostly from the Ruler Days when the king committing atrocities as he wished. 
 
    The king was not in the room however. But I knew where he must be. Arunzaki’s chamber was more of a double chamber, with steps on one side of the room leading up to a second room, which also had a great balcony which had the famed telescope, built by yours truly. I hurriedly made my way up the stairs and found the king seated on a chair, peering into the telescope, a servant aiding him to move the telescope of considerable size. 
 
    “Your majesty,” I said to announce my arrival. 
 
    The king snapped a finger and the servant left. Apparently Arunzaki wanted to talk with me alone. 
 
    “I think I see it, Zonak,” Arunzaki said. “Come take a look yourself.” 
 
    The king stood up from the chair so that I could look into the telescope myself. And there I saw the dragon. It was quite a giant. However, it was what was flying beside the dragon that had my attention. It was a spherical ball of metal. 
 
    A memory from a good while ago returned to me. That metal ball looked dangerously close to a device that I had created. 
 
    And one which had been stolen by me. 
 
    It had been a mere seed back then. One which I could hold in my hands, barely bigger than a thumb nail. The device was designed such that if it was put in the soil in its seed form then over a period of years it would acquire the size of a football using the nutrients present in the soil. Then one could just press a certain button on the device and it would balloon in size, becoming the size of a medium-sized house. A wizard had taken the device from me over a stupid bet at a bar one night in my youth, before I had come under the tyrannical Arunazaki.  
 
    “It is a big dragon,” I said, “and there is something flying with it.” 
 
    The king laughed. 
 
    “That flying ball almost seems like something you could have created.” 
 
    It was a question, not a mere statement. I had always turned the king down whenever he asked me to create any flying device with the aid of one excuse or the other. I shook my head. 
 
    “Someone of a greater prowess has created it, your majesty.” 
 
    “How far do you think it is?” 
 
    “Three hundred kilometres maybe,” I said. The telescope was one of its kind. In the upper atmosphere of the game world there were certain folds in the fabric comprising the game world that reflected light in unique ways. The giant telescope was designed such that it could catch this reflected light, which was otherwise invisible to the eye of a player or an NPC, allowing the telescope to view objects past the horizon of the game world earth. 
 
    The king placed a hand on my shoulder, meaning that I had seen enough. I stood up promptly. Arunzaki looked into my eye, his gaze feeling as though he was looking into my mind. 
 
    “I want that dragon. I was to make a pet out of it. And I want the flying sphere, whatever it really is. It would take at most a day for the dragon to reach us. By then I want you to have created something that could be used to bring the dragon down as well as the Sphere, without necessarily harming either.” 
 
    “But, your majesty, how can I in one day—” 
 
    “I do not want ‘no’ for an answer,” the king said, “You have served me well over the years. I want you to keep serving me.” 
 
    Those words kept repeating themselves over and over in my head as I made my way back to my house. Was the king saying he would kill me if I failed to bring the dragon down? After all the years working as a slave for him, creating things that were the stuff of his wildest imaginations… Or was it my fault? I had turned down, although tactfully, quite a few inventions that he had asked me to make recently. I gritted my teeth. 
 
    I had had enough. A sudden urge to use my inventions against the king came over me. The part that sucked was that most of them required at least a few other people to use. The king had all the soldiers he wanted to operate the weapons of destruction I had created for him. 
 
    Suddenly I realised that my wife was staring directly at my face. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked me, “There is sweat on your brow and your face is red. Are you angry at something?” 
 
    Of course if I answered ‘yes’ then it would ultimately mean that I was angry at the king, for he had been the one I had last had any real conversation with. I shook my head. I rubbed my forehead with my hand and closed my eyes, feigning a headache. 
 
    “I don’t feel well today,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll give you some medications once we reach home,” my wife said, and she pulled my head onto her lap and began to massage me. I wanted to cry. I had a wife to whom I couldn’t talk my heart out. I was the greatest inventor who couldn’t even invent a way out of Arunzaki’s tyranny. I felt like a defeated man. There was no way I could bring down the dragon. Within a day I will be dead.  
 
    *** 
 
    I looked at the pill on my palm. It was one that would allow me to become airborne for a few hours. I looked out at the window of my room at the night sky, trying to calm my shuddering body. This was the first time I had succeeded in making up the guts to do something to defy the tyrant Arunzaki. It was probably the certainty that I would die anyway even if I didn’t go against the king that empowered me, but I was glad that I had been able to conjure the courage. 
 
     I had used the pill only once. It was amongst my very first inventions after I had received the Gift. But I had never used it in front of the king, who didn’t know about its existence. 
 
    I turned to look at my wife snoring softly on the bed. I made up my mind. I was going to seek help from the dragon. Such a monster could easily wreck havoc on the King. I would plead the dragon if need be. I just hoped that I would be able to communicate with the dragon, which was more than a possibility for there were many myths in the Second World of people having gone down into the bowels of the earth to meet dragons that spoke human tongue as easily as a human. And myths in the Second World were much closer to the truth than myths of the real world as far as I had seen. 
 
    I swallowed the pill and waited. I just hoped that being in storage for so long hadn’t affected the pill. My heart leapt in joy as I was seized by a queer sensation and I began to float, as though gravity had no influence on me. I went out of the window and I ascended to the sky as fast as possible. I couldn’t risk any soldier of the king seeing me. 
 
    I took off at my fastest speed in the direction in which the dragon and the Sphere had been seen. I had a second device with me as well. It was a ring, called the Space Ring. It was another device unknown to Arunazi. When used on a person the Ring would give them the illusion that they were moving while in truth they would remain stationary. The person on whom the ring is used would also not be able to see the true world outside the zone of the ring’s influence. And the only outsider who could see the person on whom the ring is used was the one who controlled the ring. Everyone else would see empty space instead of the person on whom the ring is used. I just hoped the ring would work, for I had made it a long time ago and had barely used it on anything or anybody. 
 
    Rings had always been my speciality. Of the ten rings that were hugging the fingers of King Arunzaki, eight were mine. There had been one more ring that I had given him, one that could bring back the dead, as long as the person was wearing it when during the time of their death. King Arunzaki had already used up the Ring once when he had been assassinated by someone who hated him. Once back from the dead, King Arunzaki had made sure that the assassin faced a terrible end. But Arunzaki could never use any more of such rings, it was the nature of the game world which prevented the rings to work on a particular person more than once. 
 
    I flew fast, as fast as I could. It took me five hours, but I finally reached the dragon. Seeing the dragon with my naked eyes I felt relieved. The dragon was going to bring me freedom. 
 
    But for that, I would have to make the dragon captive for a while… 
 
    I pointed the Space Ring towards the dragon and the Sphere. In a minute the ring had worked its magic. I watched as the dragon beat his wings, unaware of the fact that he wasn’t going forward. I smiled to myself and I took off in the direction of my house again. Eventually, the dragon would realise what was going on. And then I would come to him and give him a way out of the problem if he agreed to help me. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: Lanak Tanor 
 
    “Isn’t the night feeling a bit too long, sir?” Danor said. He had woken up from his sleep a while ago, and I had just taken the controls of the Sphere from Lana who said she was tired and had now gone to sleep. 
 
    “It does feel long,” I agreed. I could barely remember the sunset of the previous day. I wished if we had a clock. The Sand demons had told us many times that the South was a dangerous place which was ruled by a tyrant king. It was filled with strange mysteries that had befuddled even the sand demons who themselves where oddities. 
 
    I kept flying the Sphere. I hoped the sun would eventually rise and it was just that our minds were playing a trick on us. All the while, I could feel a throbbing pain take over my cheek and the other parts of my body that had been bitten by the succubus. An hour passed, then two and then three. The night remained. I was beginning to feel panic rise within me. This was getting strange now. I found it hard to believe that my mind was merely making me feel like a great amount of time had passed. 
 
    I had to talk with the dragon. My hunch said something was not all right here. I had always regretted the times when I had ignored my hunch. 
 
    I opened the lid and went out. I waved at the dragon who was flying at a distance from the Sphere. In the moonlight I could clearly see that the dragon seemed to be getting tired, flapping his wings slowly. 
 
    I waved at him. 
 
    “Night’s a bit too long, eh?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, it does feel so,” the dragon answered. “My wings are beginning to ache.” 
 
    “Think we should land and rest a while?” 
 
    “That would be a good idea—” 
 
    “No, do not do that!” It was one of the sand demons’ head that had suddenly appeared on the surface of the Sphere in front of me. “We are in the territory of the tyrant king. You do not want to land, believe me.” 
 
    “I think it will be okay,” I reassured the demon, “look below. It seems like a deserted place. Quite a few trees down there. I don’t think the king would know.” 
 
    “It is your wish, of course, but do take caution,” the demon head said and then it merged with the rest of the sand covering the Sphere. I began to make the Sphere descend. The dragon too dived down. The ground seemed to come closer. 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    We kept descending for a good half-an-hour, but nothing happened. We never reached the land. The ground would feel like it was coming closer, but we never actually could get to it, however much we tried. Normally we could land in a couple of minutes. 
 
    “Why is this happening?” I asked the dragon. There was a shiver in my voice and I failed to hide my panic. I was sweating now. 
 
    “We are in some kind of a spell’s influence,” the dragon said and even he sounded afraid. 
 
    “It is the land of the tyrant king,” the sand demons said. “They had set up some kind of a trap for us.” 
 
    I touched my cheek. I didn’t think the spell would have any influence on the bite of the succubus. If three days passed I would still turn into a demon.  
 
    There was nothing we could do. I stopped exerting my mind to keep the Sphere flying and the dragon stopped flapping his wings. We felt like we were falling, but we never reached the ground. Even Danor came out of the Sphere. He leapt from the Sphere. I could bet that he had fallen to a certain death, but a moment later I saw him hovering beside the Sphere. After what felt like a few hours, Lana woke up from her sleep. 
 
    She had quite a start when we told her of what was happening to us. She refused to believe us at all. Only when I took her out of the Sphere and I pointed out at the dragon, who was flying despite not flapping his wings at all did she accept the reality that we were in deep trouble. Perhaps the only kind of trouble that we couldn’t overcome. 
 
    “But wouldn’t they be watching us then?” she said. 
 
    “The king?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe, whoever casted the spell on us,” Lana said. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Danor asked curiously. 
 
    “We could plead them to free us,” Lana said, hope in her eyes. 
 
    We tried that. For a brief moment, it actually gave me hope that we could be out of the spell, as the lot of us began to shout and beg to whoever had cast the spell to let us go. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    In an hour we were all exhausted from the shouting. If this went on, we would be dead of hunger and thirst soon, even before I turned into a demon. 
 
    “I think we are stuck in a long forgotten trap,” one of the demons said. “They just made it a long while ago and they forgot all about it.” 
 
    For a while, this seemed to be the truth. I had never felt so devoid of hope in my entire life. And then, out of the blue, something happened that changed everything. 
 
    I was lying on top of the Sphere, gazing at the stars in the night sky, which had been our company for at least a good fifty hours. I felt thirsty and my stomach groaned. Mean while, the pain on my cheek was getting intense. I wondered if I might catch a fever soon because of it. Danor and Lana were floating in the sky beside the dragon. The entire while we had a sensation as though we were falling. 
 
    I would have been so glad if we had indeed been falling. Alas, that was not the case. 
 
    Suddenly a message popped up in my vision. It had come so suddenly that I sat bold upright. I read the message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Gorain: Mantri, you might have discovered by now that something strange is going on. I did it. I had to, I am sorry. I want your dragon. He is the only chance I have got to gain freedom. If you and your dragon agree to help me, I will set you free. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    There was a reply button at the end of the message and I clicked on it. I just needed to think to type up the message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  I am not Mantri. There is no one here called Mantri. Set us free. It’s important that we get to the sea. Lives depend on it. We beg you. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I told about the message to the others meanwhile. 
 
    “It’s addressed to someone called Mantri,” I said. “Maybe they mistook us for someone else?” 
 
    Then, a second message appeared. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Gorain: Doesn’t matter who you are. But you and your dragon must promise that you shall help me. Otherwise I would not set you free. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
     “They want our help,” I said to the others. 
 
    “Tell them we are in no position of helping,” Lana said. There was anger on her face. 
 
    
    
      
      	  We cannot help you. We need help ourselves. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gorain: In that case, I shall not free you. Goodbye. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The reply button disappeared. I was struck by eternal fear.  
 
    “I can’t reply to him anymore,” I said. 
 
    Danor slapped a hand to his forehead. 
 
    “We should have said that we’d help them,” he said. 
 
    And then the message appeared again. This person Gorain seemed to think better about not freeing us. He seemed desperate for sure. Perhaps he was as desperate as us. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Gorain: I am giving you a final chance. Agree to help. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What should I say?” I asked the others. 
 
    “Go ahead, tell him we’ll help him,” Lana said with a grimace. “Once I get my hands on him I’d beat the pulp out of him.”  
 
    I nodded. Lana and Danor moved over to the Sphere. The dragon became more alert as well. 
 
    “Catch them the moment we are the free,” I said to everyone. And then I sent the message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  We’ll help you. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gorain: Okay, thank you. Remember your promise. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There was a bright flash of light all around us. Very soon we found ourselves at a different time altogether. The sun in the distance was sinking and about a dozen metres in front of us was a man with a goatee. He was hovering in the air. 
 
    The dragon went for him the moment he had set us free. The man pointed a ring he was wearing at the dragon, but then his eyes suddenly went wide and he began to rub the ring. But too late the dragon had already got him in his claws.  
 
    “Why did you cast your spell on us?” the dragon roared in the ears of the man, so that the man almost seemed to faint. 
 
    “It- it was not a spell,” the man said, “please help me. I meant no harm.” 
 
    Lana flew to him and slapped him on the face. With the powers she had, it must have been a painful slap, for the man’s cheek went red, with the imprint of Lana’s hand very visible on it. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what your spell has cost us?” 
 
    The man began to sob and Lana seemed to rethink her action. 
 
    “Stop that,” she said to him, but in a more tender manner. She almost sounded guilty. 
 
    “Why did you need our help for anyway?”  I asked the man. 
 
    “To kill our king, he’s a tyrant! The atrocities he commits are beyond one’s imaginations,” the man continued to sob, sniffing once in a while, “I- I have been a slave to him for many years. I- I am an inventor, but I cannot invent anything that could harm him. I need your help! The king kills people like they are pests.” 
 
    I began to wonder if we had indeed behaved wrongly with the man. He seemed an innocent fellow. He looked like a sad mess presently. 
 
    “Your name is Gorain, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    Gorain nodded. 
 
    “Why did you address me as Mantri at first?” 
 
    “Mantri was the one who took the Sphere from me,” Gorain said. 
 
    I was astounded. 
 
    “This belongs to you?” I asked, pointing at the craft upon which I was standing. 
 
    Gorain nodded. 
 
    “It is one of my inventions,” he said, “I made it many years ago, but then it was a mere seedling and I could hold it in my hands. Using a sly bet, a wizard called Mantri was able to take it from me and this is the first time that I am seeing the Sphere in a long while.” 
 
    Was he referring to the same wizard who had come to our village? The wizard had never told how he had acquired the craft that could transport me fast from one place to another. 
 
    “You must understand that we cannot really help you,” I said. Gorain didn’t reply. His face just fell. He looked up at the dragon, his eyes devoid of hope. 
 
    “Can you kill me then?” he asked, “My life in the Second World has been a joke. I should have died peacefully in the real world. Go on, bite off my head. I’d better die a quick death here, then be abused by the king until I cannot move no more.” 
 
    Those words hurt. The dragon looked from me to Gorain. He didn’t seem very certain if he should carry out the request. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “tell us then, what do we need to do?” 
 
    Gorain’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Kill the king, show everyone that he is not invincible,” he said. “Doing so would lift the curse. For a while there might be chaos in our kingdom, but eventually I believe that peace shall come.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll do as you wish. Truth be told, I think we are indebted to you for creating this wonderful craft that has been so invaluable for us,” I said. “Lead us to where the king lives.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: King Arunzaki 
 
    This was blasphemy. Utter blasphemy. 
 
    I watched through the telescope as the dragon and the spherical craft headed towards the capital. Gorain was inside the spherical craft. A servant I had kept in charge of the telescope had seen him fly to the craft and the dragon. 
 
    Oh, how he had said to me only a few hours ago that he was creating some device that should be able to capture the dragon. He had never told me he could fly. I wondered how many secret devices he possessed that he had never told me about. Me, the almighty Arunzaki. 
 
    “But sir, what if he is indeed bringing the dragon to you?” one of my ministers said. I laughed and shook my head. 
 
    “Gorain only ever tests a device after asking my permission,” I said, “besides, his wife said she had seen him, or thought seeing him, standing at the window sill and then disappearing in an instant as though he had flown out of the window. This was at the dead of night. She had searched the entire house for him and had failed to find him. No, he wants to get bring my downfall. For a while his wife has informed that he remained quiet for great lengths of time, brooding. He hasn’t even made love to her for months. No, all this time he had been seeking a way to destroy me. And now he has found it.” 
 
    Anger boiled inside of me. I could see the minister shivering near me. I stood up, the minister almost leapt in is fright. 
 
    “Get the shooters of the great arrows,” I ordered the minister, “If I cannot have the dragon as a pet, then I will at least have its carcass on display together with the corpse of Gorain, so that everyone can see what happens when someone dares to defy me. We are going to shoot that reptile out of the sky!” 
 
    I observed with my telescope as my orders were being followed. Throughout the capital city the cylindrical devices that could shoot the great arrows were stationed at strategic locations. The great arrows had been invented by Gorain himself. Too bad they were going to be the means of his destruction. He was a good inventor, alas he was starting to rot. It was best to dispose a rotten apple than to let it spoil the other apples.  
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: Lanak Tanor 
 
    “He’s going to fire the great arrows at us the moment we enter the capital,” Gorain said. 
 
    “I wonder, how did he see us?” I asked. To think about it, there was no possible way for them to have seen us earlier either. 
 
    “He has a powerful telescope,” Gorain explained. “He can see over a wide area using it. I invented it myself.” 
 
    “At least we have the night as our ally,” I said. The moon however wasn’t quite our ally. 
 
    “He’s going to try to shoot us down,” Gorain said, looking out through the windshield. “The Sphere is strong and the arrows can do no harm to it, but it is the dragon for whom I am worried.” 
 
    “How high can one of those arrows come?” Danor asked. 
 
    “Very,” Gorain replied. “But they do have their limits.” 
 
    I thought over it. It was actually good that we had met Gorain early on, even though our first meeting had been on the rough side, Gorain’s red cheek being a testimony to it.  
 
    “You say the king has a powerful telescope,” I said, “is it possible that he might have seen you come to us.” 
 
    “I am pretty sure that he saw me, why else would he ready the devices to fire the giant arrows? I came here telling myself that I would never return to the capital again to serve the king.” 
 
    “He wanted the dragon though to keep as pet,” I said. “It’s you that he wants to kill. If the dragon agrees to be the king’s pet the king would readily keep him as one without killing him.” 
 
    Gorain looked at me confusedly as though he was not getting what I meant. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “You are the one the king is really angry with. If we hand you over to the king, he would become our friend.” 
 
    Gorain’s brows shot up. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    I reckoned I had frightened him too much. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t actually do something like that… would we?” I turned at Lana. 
 
    Lana frowned in a disapproving manner at me. 
 
    “If all you want to do is fool the king you can directly tell that to Gorain. You are scaring him, look he’s got a shiver.” 
 
    Gorain indeed was shivering. 
 
    “Even I am not getting the plan, sir,” Danor said. 
 
    “The plan is, the dragon would take Gorain down, pretending as if he wants to hand him over to the tyrant king,” I turned at Gorain, “Those devices can shoot the big arrows at the sky, but I don’t think they are much good striking objects that are too close to them? Since they are big I also assume it is a chore turning the devices and taking aim.” 
 
    “It is, indeed,” Gorain said. He had finally stopped shivering, getting my plan better now. “But what after the dragon takes me to the king?” 
 
    “That’s the tricky bit,” I said. Wait a minute. The dragon could just open his mouth and reduce the king to ashes. At the same time I didn’t feel like I should take the king for a fool. If he had managed to keep so many people under his rule, he had some brains. He would be likely to make arrangements that the dragon’s mouth is pointed in a different direction and not towards him. 
 
    The sand demons… Could they be of any help? They were scared of the king, it was evident. It was also likely that the king knew about the existence of sand demons and how to deal with them since the desert was not at a great distance from the tyrant’s kingdom. 
 
    Lana? Could she do something? Perhaps she might be able to grab the king and take him to the skies and drop him from there. But she would have to get her hands on him first. 
 
    Then there was Danor. The big man hadn’t failed to surprise in the past. But what he could do was usually unpredictable. 
 
    Finally there was myself. I could tame succubi. The tyrant wasn’t a succubus. 
 
    Suddenly, Danor snapped his fat fingers. 
 
    “Send me down,” he said, with a twinkle in his eyes, “I will go down with the dragon, riding him, holding a sword. Lana would also go down with me, and so would Gorain, albeit with a broken nose.” 
 
    “You are not making sense, Danor,” I said. 
 
    “And why me with a broken nose?” Gorain asked. 
 
    Danor, who had been sitting on the floor of the Sphere for so long suddenly go to his feet. There was a certain air about him in the moment that declared that he and not I, was the main man in charge. 
 
    “Lana would be a princess from under the earth, and I her protector—or something like that,” Danor said in a booming voice, “We have come from under the earth with the sole purpose of meeting the King, because you, sir,” he pointed a fat finger at me, “being the king from under the earth is impressed by the iron hand with which he rules over his kingdom and wishes to talk with him and is even ready to give your daughter,” Danor now pointed at Lana who raised a brow, “in marriage to him because you want to secure a good friendship between the two kingdoms. Your main motive, sir, of coming here is learning about his rule so that you can enforce a similar rule on your own people, who are beginning to complain too much against you.” 
 
    I looked from Gorain to Danor to Lana. 
 
    “You are my daughter?” I asked Lana. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  
 
    “What next?” she asked Danor. 
 
    “You are going to ask the tyrant to follow us up to the Sphere, where our king is, since he cannot set foot on solid land. You’ll fly up and halfway you’d drop him and that would be the end of his tale.” 
 
    I did not suppress my laugh. 
 
    “And none of the soldiers would fire the big arrows at us?” I asked. 
 
    “They would not actually,” Gorain said though he didn’t look very certain. “With the king dead the charm would be broken… Still I don’t understand about the broken nose.” 
 
    “Ah, well,” Danor said, “it’s because you came to us saying you want help from us to kill the tyrant, but apparently you chose the wrong party. So we beat you up and take you to him. The broken nose is for conviction.” 
 
    Gorain didn’t look very delighted to hear that. 
 
    I put my head out and told the dragon about our plan. He thought it was crazy, but he agreed to it. 
 
    I held Gorain by the arms, while Danor prepared his fist. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    Gorain let out a shrill cry and fell to the floor, blood gushing out of his nose. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I said, placing a hand on his back. Gorain nodded, but he looked like he was in much pain. He looked up with watery eyes, 
 
    “I really hope this plan works.” 
 
    ***


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25: King Arunzaki 
 
    I watched through my telescope as the dragon descended. On top of him was a stout man, who was a giant at least eight feet in height, behind him was the traitor Gorain, and behind him still was a beautiful young lady. 
 
    Gorain’s nose was bleeding heavily. He hung his head in fear. 
 
    I did not understand this. What was going on? 
 
    “Should I ask the bell to be rung, sir?” one of my servants asked. The moment the bell was rung hundreds of the big arrows would shoot up towards the dragon. I shook my head. I was confused at what to do.  
 
    The dragon and the metallic ball had hovered for some time just outside the range of my big arrows. It was without a doubt that Gorain had told them about the range of my weapon. Yet, I did not understand why they would beat him up. 
 
    I decided to let the dragon come to the palace for that was where the beast seemed to be headed. Meanwhile, the metallic sphere remained in the sky. 
 
    After a few minutes the giant beast had landed in the middle of the royal courtyard. The beast was immediately surrounded by my men. Yet the beast didn’t flinch, nor did its riders. If anyone showed any fear, it was Gorain. The young woman grabbed Gorain by the neck and threw him to the ground. She sure seemed a powerful lady. If I made her my queen she would probably end up as my favourite. Then she and the giant man stepped down rather gracefully from the great beast. 
 
    “We want to meet your king,” the giant man said to the guards. 
 
    “I am here, watching you,” I said. I went to the edge of the balcony, revealing myself. “What is that you want? And what is the reason behind you treating my chief inventor in so bad a fashion?” 
 
    “We treated your man badly because he deserves it,” the giant man said, “he was trying to incite us against you. I hope you will give him the punishment he deserves. He is a snake that you have been keeping in your house for way too long, and tonight he meant to bite you.” 
 
    I made a gesture with my hand and at once my guards had grabbed Gorain. I’ll deal with him later in my own way. 
 
    “As for the reason why we have come,” the giant continued, “it is a very peaceful one. We hail from a kingdom deep down under the earth’s crust, yes that is right, there are indeed human kingdoms under the earth’s crust contrary to the belief of most who live above the crust. Our king has learnt about you and the excellent ways in which you rule over your kingdom and he seeks to talk with you. You see, our kingdom is in decline. The unity between our people is thinning. As such, our king wants to seek your valuable advice. In return he would gladly offer you access to certain powerful minerals which are only found deep down under the crust of the earth. Also, he is ready to offer his daughter’s hand in marriage to you.” 
 
    The young lady made me a low bow. 
 
    “I would be honoured to be the wife of someone as great as you,” she said. She had a beautiful voice. 
 
    I made her an approving nod. A powerful king did need a powerful queen. My other queens only possessed beauty. They were helpless otherwise. I had also not had a new wife in a while. 
 
    “So where is your king?” I asked. 
 
    “He is in the device that you can see high up in the clouds, shining in the light of the moon. That flying craft is powered by one of the magical minerals found in our kingdom,” replied the giant. 
 
    “But why doesn’t he come down?” I asked. “Does he not think my land a worthy one for him to set foot on?” 
 
    “It is because he cannot,” the giant replied and there was a sadness in his voice, “a long while ago he heroically battled a monster in our kingdom, but alas in the process it bit him. Because of that bite he cannot set foot on any land that is over the crust of the earth. As such, it will be very kind of you if you would ascend to the flying craft with our princess who is capable of flight. And one thing, our king has also sent me and this wonderful dragon, among the best specimens that we possess, as a gift to you.” 
 
    I thought over it. Was this a trick of any sorts? I did not feel so. 
 
    “So you and the dragon would not fly up, is that right?” I asked the giant. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty, that is right,” the giant replied, “but if only you accept us of course.” 
 
    “I accept the gift,” I said. The dragon would definitely survive quite a few of my purposes well. But whether I would accept the princess or not I would only tell that once I have talked to her father myself. The princess can now take me to him.” 
 
    With a single leap the princess flew up and was standing next to me in a moment. She was even more beautiful up close. She made a bow. 
 
    “Allow me,” she said. She held me by the arms and off we went towards the skies to the sphere that was awaiting me. 
 
    “Do not look down, your majesty,” said the princess for I was looking down at my castle which looked so small and a feeling of dizziness had taken over me. But I refused to be frightened of the heights. I was king Arunzaki.  I feared nothing. 
 
    Higher and higher we went. Then the Sphere was just a few metres away from me. A lid at the top of it opened and a man appeared. He was a young man. He didn’t seem like he could be the father of the princess at all. A sudden panic took hold of me. 
 
    “Wow,” the man said, and there was much surprise on his features, “Danor’s plan actually worked.” 
 
    The princess let out a laugh, but there was a hint of nervousness in it. 
 
    “It sure did,” she said. 
 
    “What is he talking about? I demand to know,” I said. 
 
    “May you be a merciful man in another life in another world,” the princess said. And she let go of my arms. I plummeted towards the earth. Even as I fell, I was less fearful and more angry. Angry at myself for falling into the trap. A trap that made little sense to me, except that I knew there was Gorain involved in it. His broken nose had been to fool me! 
 
    The land came closer and closer, the wind roaring all around me. The very land that I had ruled for so many years would kill me now. I closed my eyes. 
 
    I didn’t feel the impact. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26: Zurk 
 
    It was my wife. She was smiling at me. 
 
    “I have missed you so much,” I said to her. She smiled a radiant smile. 
 
    “I have missed you more,” she said. We were in a strange place. My wife was the only one who was distinct. All around me I couldn’t make out any shape otherwise. I didn’t even know if it was filled with light or darkness. 
 
    “Is this heaven?” I asked my wife. 
 
    “Yes… and no,” she replied. “It depends on what you believe is heaven. If you believe it is than it will be.” 
 
    “Any place with you is heaven,” I said. I went and wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    She hugged me back. 
 
    “But you are not meant for heaven,” she told me. I frowned and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She held up my hand. Her ring that I was still wearing and which was ultimately also the cause of my death was glowing bright. But I didn’t care. I was with my love and it was all that mattered. 
 
    “This ring is no ordinary one,” she said. “It was given to me a long time ago by a… good friend. This ring gives you two lives.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You must return to the world. You must live.” 
 
    “I don’t want to live,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    “But you must,” she said, running a hand down the side of my face, “for me. You are going to do something great.” 
 
    She kissed me on the cheek. I stared at her in much dismay. The ring began to glow brighter. Eventually it was so bright that I couldn’t even see my wife. 
 
    And then there was blackness. 
 
    I opened my eyes. I felt a great weight on top of me. I found it hard to breathe.  
 
    But I wasn’t bothered at all, thanks to the knowledge that I had awoken from death itself. 
 
    My wife had asked me to live for her, and I felt obliged to do so. I began to push against the weight, which I knew was soil. Soil that the mahout had put over me in my grave. I was beginning to feel like I would suffocate when the loose soil gave way. I clawed my way out of the grave and then breathed in the air. It was all I did for a while. 
 
    Then I saw that I was in the same spot where I had seen the mahout making the grave for the mayor. 
 
    And just metres away was the other grave, with the late mayor in it. I stood up. I did not know what length of time had passed with me being inside the earth. It was morning. Birds were chirping in the trees. I recalled the manner in which I had met my end. The wizard had been sly. But thanks to luck, I was going to reveal his true identity in front of all.  
 
    I looked at my wife’s ring still in my hand. Before I knew it I was sobbing. Had she not given me the ring and worn it herself then she would not have died. No disease would have been able to kill her. But she had decided to give me the ring. She had really loved me so much. I wiped my face and looked at the river flowing nearby with determination. I was going to free the village of the vile curse of the wizard today. I had never thought myself capable of anything heroic. But today I felt like a different man altogether. 
 
    I waded my way across the river. I felt a new energy in me as I marched towards the town. When I reached it, it was one of my neighbours who spotted me first. He came running towards me. 
 
    “Where were you for the last two days?” he asked. “You know, I was worried something happened to you. You shouldn’t be going to the forest so frequently.”  
 
    “The mayor is dead,” I said to him. “The evil wizard got him killed.” 
 
    My neighbour stared at me for a while as if not getting my words. Then his eyes went big. 
 
    “Are- Are you sure?” he asked. I nodded. 
 
    “I can show you his grave,” I said, “the wizard even tried to get me killed, but I escaped. Call some more men; I’ll take you to the mayor.” 
 
    “Well, the wizard did tell everyone that the mayor has gone to a nearby town for some purpose,” my neighbour said, “even the mayor’s wife didn’t seem to know about this.” 
 
    “The mayor isn’t in another town. He’s dead. Now go call the others.” 
 
    I waited for a few minutes sitting down at the foot of a tree beside the street. I suddenly realised I was very hungry and my mouth was dry and I had an intense desire to drink something. But I suppressed it. First let’s deal with the important things. 
 
    My neighbour had gathered a few men and women who came to be in various states of excitation. 
 
    “This better not be a joke,” one burly man said. 
 
    “I hope it was, my friend,” I said as I got to my feet. I led them back to the river. 
 
    “Where is the grave?” one woman asked, looking about the place. 
 
    “The opposite bank,” I told her. The small party crossed the river, me leading. Finally we reached the site of the graves. I pointed at the one in which the mayor was buried. One man had brought a shovel and he began to dig. In a few moments a putrid smell began to emerge from the grave. A little bit of the extra digging confirmed that the mayor was inside the grave. Everyone was shocked. 
 
    “How did you get to know this?” one man asked me. 
 
    “I came to the river at nigh searching for my lost ring. I saw a light at this bank and came over and saw the wizard and the mahout digging the grave to put in the mayor. They saw me and I ran for my life. I have been living in the jungle for the past few days, staying away from the wizard and his mahout.” 
 
    I distorted some of the fact. If I told the townsfolk that I had woken up from the dead, they would declare that I had gone mad or something. Sometimes truth was not digestible. 
 
    The mayor’s body was dug out and he was taken to the town by the small party. Everyone saw the dead mayor. The townsfolk marched for the mayor’s residence which also contained the guest house where the wizard and the mahout were staying. At the time we arrived there, the mahout was rubbing the elephant with a wet towel. He ran inside the house seeing the crowd that had gathered. 
 
    The crowd entered the premises of the mayor’s residence and surrounded the guest house on all sides. They began to bang and hit the doors and windows of the guest house that the wizard had closed. Eventually the wizard and the mahout were forced to come out. The wizard had his arms raised up and he was shouting at the top of his voice. 
 
    “What have I done?!” he demanded, even as a few people slapped him on the face, “I am not guilty of any crime!” 
 
    “Shut up,” one man said. “All you wanted was to kill the mayor.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it!”  
 
    I made my way through the crowd to the place where the wizard was getting beaten up. I reckoned it was time to give the wizard and the mahout a little shock as they hadn’t seen me until now. 
 
    “I saw you do it,” I said. The wizard and the mahout turned their heads towards me, their faces filled with horror. The wizard didn’t seem to understand how I could have survived. 
 
    He pointed a shaking finger at me. 
 
    “But I killed you!” 
 
    I let out at laugh. 
 
    “See?” I said to the townsfolk, “He killed the mayor and it has affected his brains and now he thinks he killed me!” 
 
    The agitated townsfolk weren’t merciful towards the wizard and the mahout. None of the magic tricks he knew could save him from the wrath of the townsfolk. They beat him to death, almost every man and every woman of the town taking a shot at him or the mahout. Both of them were killed and their bodies were left at a good distance outside the town to rot in the sun. The elephant and the horse that belonged to the wizard were also chased out of the town. 
 
    Then the townsfolk finally turned their attention towards the dead mayor to give him a proper cremation. The wife of the mayor had fainted and his son was nowhere to be found. Many people wondered if the son had been killed as well by the vile wizard. 
 
    It was the mayor’s nephew who was selected to be the one to cremate the mayor. The cremation was held at the edge of the woods and the spot was to be marked by a statue of the mayor who had served the town so faithfully and for so many years. 
 
    Finally toward the evening, a new question was in the air: Who was to be the next mayor? 
 
    Usually when a mayor passed away, his son or daughter would take over the responsibility. But the mayor’s son was missing as well and people speculated that wizard had killed him and disposed his body without anyone knowing. The relatives of the mayor were considered equal to the rest of the townsfolk hence none of them could be directly made the next mayor. 
 
    Hence, the townsfolk decide to vote on who would be the next mayor. Everyone gathered at the centre of the town. I was however taken with surprise when a single cry began to fill the air. 
 
    “Zurk! Zurk! Zurk!” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. Me, a mayor? I had never even been capable of imagining myself in such a position. I tried to decline it, but the townsfolk wouldn’t agree to it. 
 
    “Without you, we would have never found the truth about the wizard,” they said, “you are the one truly worthy of being the net mayor.” 
 
    It was surreal, even as everyone kept shouting my name. 
 
    I saw my wife in front of me. She was smiling her usual radiant smile. I nodded at her and the townsfolk. 
 
    “I’ll take up the responsibility,” I said. The cheering that followed was massive. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: Lanak Tanor 
 
    “Danor,” I said, “I thought you said you found it hard to impress rude people. How come you fooled the king so easily?” 
 
    We were flying in the Sphere. When the king had fallen from the sky and met his end, the soldiers of the king had done no harm to Danor, Gorain or the dragon who were still in the premises of the royal palace. The soldiers had just watched in silence and disbelief.  
 
    Then once it was confirmed that the king was indeed dead having fallen thousands of feet, the entire capital city had burst into glee. The soldiers had thrown down their swords and joined in the celebration. The curse of the king had broken. What more, even the wives, the children and the relatives of the king had turned into ordinary people like the rest of the citizens of the kingdom. 
 
    Danor and the dragon had left Gorain behind at the royal palace. Danor said that there was a good chance that Gorain might end up as the next king because of the important part he had played in freeing the city from the king. 
 
    Danor flashed his teeth. 
 
    “This was an entirely different matter, I guess,” he said, “this was fun. I had never had so much fun talking with someone filled with so much vice and making a fool out of him.” 
 
    I turned at Lana. 
 
    “One thing,” I said to her rather severely, “don’t start calling me father now, all right?” 
 
    Lana laughed. 
 
    “Of course, I would stick with captain,” she said. 
 
    At that moment a pain flared in all those places where I had been bitten by the succubus. I let out a groan, and for once my vision seemed to fade but I quickly regained it. Lana and Danor rushed to me. 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” Danor asked me. 
 
    I nodded with a grunt. 
 
    “I am taking over the controls,” Lana said as she rushed to the control board and placed her hand over the imprint of the hand, “the Sphere is falling.” 
 
    I had momentarily lost my control over the Sphere because my concentration had been broken due to the pain. Once Lana had taken over the controls, she and Danor helped me to lie down on the floor of the Sphere. I did not feel like I was in a capable position to sit up as it seemed to increase the pain. 
 
    “I think I am catching a fever,” I said, for I suddenly felt cold, getting goosebumps all over my body. Lana placed a hand over my head. 
 
    “You have got a really bad fever,” she said. She looked very worried. 
 
    “I guess a little sleep would fix things,” I said, though I had a feeling if I closed my eyes now I would only open them again as a demon. Gorain, though ultimately a good man, had taken much of our time. Lana rubbed my head with a caring hand. 
 
    “I am going to get us to the merepeople as fast as I can,” she told me. She looked into my eyes with determination. “You are not turning into a demon.” 
 
    I fell into a deep dreamless sleep. The next time I opened my eyes, I had not turned into a demon yet, but I could feel the pain over the bitten parts only flaring even more. Lana was sitting on the seat, looking ahead at the windshield with deep concentration, a hard frown on her forehead. With some effort I turned my head towards the windshield. The forests down below were sprinting by real fast. I didn’t think I had ever flown the Sphere this fast. Lana was really giving her best. Drowsiness came over me although I had only just awoken. I closed my eyes again. The moment I did so, I fell asleep again. This time however I had many dreams, all riddled with horns and heads of demons. I looked down at my body seeing it was covered in green. I felt like my mind was no more my own, even as I obeyed a strange voice that seemed to speak into my mind. There was something very charming about the voice, which was that of a woman. I couldn’t say ‘no’ to the voice. As for my own conscience it didn’t seem to exist at all. I watched as I went about killing and biting people and turning them into demons like me. 
 
    For how long I was asleep I did not know. Then I felt a strange weightlessness and following this I felt someone shaking me. I opened my eyes. It was Danor. He was visibly shaking with fear, deep lines of worry on his face that was never meant to age. 
 
    “What?” I said. Even speaking seemed to require a ton of energy. 
 
    “We are falling!” Danor said. 
 
    “Falling?” But how could we be falling? I turned my head towards the seat. Lana was sitting in an awkward position on it, her head facing the top of the Sphere. She seemed to be unconscious. Then I realised, she had probably exerted herself so much that she had lost consciousness because her mind couldn’t take the exertion. 
 
    “The dragon?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s flying ahead to lead us,” Danor said, “He doesn’t know we are falling!” Somehow, I turned my head towards the windshield. I saw that we were losing height very fast. I saw that we were over the sea and we were going to crash into it. We were plummeting at a breakneck speed towards it, which explained the weightlessness. 
 
    “Please do something, sir!” Danor said, although he seemed to know I couldn’t do anything and was hoping against hope. I felt strangely cut off from the situation. I didn’t feel like it mattered even if we crashed into the sea. Death was more preferable to turning into a demon. 
 
    Danor saw that I had given up. He rushed over to the control board and he slammed his palm onto the hand print on the control board. But Danor wasn’t a player. He didn’t have the ability to see stats. He was a mere NPC. 
 
    Danor clutched his hair. 
 
    “It doesn’t work for me!” he cried. 
 
    “It’s okay, Danor,” I muttered, feeling a new wave of drowsiness take over me. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Danor came over to me and sat down on the floor, his shoulders drooping. A defeated man. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    Blackness. 
 
    It was the impact on the surface of the sea that woke me up. I sat bolt upright. I found myself at a different portion of the Sphere than where I had been sleeping. The impact had been the same as hitting a sea of rock. Danor had been thrown away and he had hit his head on the side of the sphere. His head was bleeding and he was squirming on the floor, as though he was struggling to lift himself up. 
 
    The lid of the Sphere had somehow opened on its own due to the impact and water was gushing in fast. I began to panic. At the same time I was glad that all drowsiness had abandoned me even though the severe pain very much remained at all the places where I had been bitten. 
 
    But I had never been more conscious in the last few hours. I realised that if we didn’t get out fast from the Sphere we would all drown. Lana had also been thrown from the seat after the impact and she was lying on the floor. 
 
    I rushed to the entry hole. My body ached, but I didn’t cared. I forced my mind to take over my body entirely and not succumb to the fever that was still on me. I tried to close the lid, but the water was rushing in so fast that I found it impossible to do so. No, we had to abandon the Sphere, one-fourth of the inside of the Sphere was already filled with water. 
 
    I grabbed Lana. She was stirring, having been half drenched with water. 
 
    “What happened?” she said, barely opening her eyes. 
 
    “We need to get out of the Sphere,” I told her. 
 
    At that moment, Lana let out a giggle that was totally out of the situation. 
 
    “Did I tell you that I like you, captain?” she said to me. She was still only barely conscious. I reckoned she thought whatever was going on was inside a dream of hers. “It’d be bad if you or I die without me having told you that.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “But get out of the Sphere first, all right?” 
 
    The moment I took Lana directly under the entry hole and the jet of water pouring in hit her head that she suddenly came to herself, her eyes wide so much that I feared they might pop out of her skull. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked, looking at the water that was rushing inside with a startled expression. 
 
    “We crashed into the sea,” I said, “now get out. I am taking Danor out as well.” 
 
    Lana nodded and with much effort, battling the oncoming water, she was able to go outside the Sphere. I went and helped Danor to get to his feet. 
 
    “Sir, did we crash?” he asked me, clutching his bleeding head. 
 
    “We did,” I said, “but we survived. Now I want you to get out of the Sphere immediately.” 
 
    “You said it’d be okay,” Danor said. I didn’t understand him. 
 
    “You said it would be okay,” he repeated. I remembered what I had been muttering when I was half conscious. 
 
    “It is okay,” I said. “Now get out.” 
 
    “What about you, sir?” 
 
    “I’ll follow you out, now hurry,” I said. Half the Sphere was full with the water. I watched as Lana swam towards the windshield from the outside and attempted to lift the Sphere. But she couldn’t do it. She had drained herself of her energy when she had made the Sphere move too fast. It would be a good while before she would regain her strength. And we didn’t have the time to wait for that. I indicated at her that she should rather give up and not spend any more of her energy trying to lift the Sphere. We were in the sea and to keep afloat we would need to swim and wait for the dragon to realise that we had crashed and come searching for us. 
 
    Danor was able to put his head out through the entry hole, but every time he tried to put his shoulders out, the water would force him back inside. That he was weak from the head injury didn’t help at all. 
 
    “Go on,” I urged him, “be the strong man you are!” 
 
    Danor put one more effort. I aided him by holding him in place, preventing the water to push him inside the Sphere. I let a sigh of relief when he was finally out. 
 
    Three fourths of the Sphere had been filled with water and the craft was sinking even fast now. I grabbed the sides of the entry hole and I tried to push myself out. But the last few minutes I had exerted myself too much, and I felt like I had no more strength even as the water pushed me back inside the Sphere. I just wanted to close my eyes at this point and drift away to the peaceful lands of death. 
 
    Suddenly Danor’s hand shot inside. He grabbed one arm of mine, which happened to be the arm where the succubus had bitten me the most. Danor had his grasp directly over one of the wounds, and as he pulled me out I was both thankful and angry to him. 
 
    The two of us swam up to the surface and joined Lana. All of us just breathed in the air for a while. The shore was a good distance to the north. It was barely visible and was merely a line over the horizon. 
 
    “Look, he’s still flying!” Lana said, as she pointed at a distance dot flying south in the sky. It was the dragon. 
 
    “Can’t he take a look behind?” Danor said. “My head is hurting.”  
 
    My own wounds were making me feel like parts of my body were going to detach. The saline sea water was making my wounds feel worse. I was getting tired of kicking my legs as well.  
 
    I took a peek under the water and saw that our Sphere was sinking fast. It had served us so well over the past few days, now it was a mere shadow under the water that was getting smaller with each second. A giant fish swam by it. 
 
    Wait a minute. 
 
    Had it been a fish?  
 
    I took a breath and then looked under the surface once again. There had been something very feminine about the fish. But the fish was nowhere in sight. 
 
     “What do we do now, sir?” Danor asked me, once I took my head out of the water. 
 
    “Wait, what else?” I said. There was no way we could swim towards the coast. 
 
    “This is my entire fault isn’t it?” Lana said and I saw that her eyes were bloodshot. 
 
    “It isn’t,” I said, “you just wanted to get me to the merepeople fast.” 
 
    “But I only ended up destroying the craft,” Lana said with much regret in her tone. 
 
    “Well, on the positive side, at least we are in the sea,” Danor said. “Maybe the good merepeople will come to us and then everything will be all right?” 
 
    Then it struck me. Could the fish that I had seen had seen be a mermaid? But then I could remember that I had seen something like horns on the head of the fish. Maybe it hadn’t been a mermaid after all. 
 
    Just then I felt a pull on my leg. 
 
    I looked down and was met with a sight that I had never expected considering all the pain I was in at the moment. But seeing the faces of the three beautiful girls under the water surface, right near my feet, I felt all my pains disappearing. There was something about the girls that got me into a blissful trance-like state. Their faces seemed to be glowing. 
 
    They beckoned at me. 
 
    I turned towards my friends, but the beautiful girls shook their fingers. Perhaps it was only me that they wanted to talk to?  
 
    “Come,” one of them said. 
 
    Wait. They could actually speak under the water? No bubbles ensued from their mouths even! 
 
    I dived under the water surface. Their beauty was so stunning that I forgot the need to breathe even as I swam down to them. They received me with outstretched arms and embraced me. 
 
    “Who are you girls?” I asked them and was astonished that I could speak under the water. 
 
    “We live here,” one of them said. It was that moment when a bug bit me in the back of my mind and I felt like I was forgetting something. 
 
    “Would you like to come with us?” one of them said. I looked up. My friends seemed to be so high up at the surface of the sea. They were frantically turning this way and that as though they were searching for something. 
 
    “Can you call my friends as well?” I asked them. 
 
    “We will, but first we would like to have you alone,” they replied. 
 
    It was at that moment that my eyes finally fell on the heads of each of the girls. They had horns. Deep down in my mind an alarm of panic went on. The horns… My eyes went down to the legs of the girls, except they had none. They had a large tail each, like that of a fish. 
 
    “Are you mermaids?” I asked them. I couldn’t shake off the feeling of alarm. Those horns… My mind felt as though it had been stuffed with too many things. I struggled to remember why I was getting the alarm of panic every time I looked at the horns of the girls. Was this because of the bite of the succubus? 
 
    Wait. Succubus. 
 
    I felt like I had just come back to myself.  
 
    “We are more than mermaids,” one of the girls answered. 
 
    I suddenly realised I could breathe no more. I struggled to speak even though I had been able to so easily only moments back. I was out of the trance. I kicked my legs and shot up to the surface. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Danor and Lana asked together the moment I surfaced, their faces ones of panic. 
 
    “There are water succubi under the surface,” I said, even as I breathed in air hard. “Didn’t you see them when you looked down?” 
 
    “We didn’t,” Lana said. “Not the succubi, not even you.” 
 
    “But one particular spot down below was a bit too dark,” Danor added. 
 
    I looked under the water surface again. I saw no signs of the water succubi. Heck, their charm was so much stronger than the charm of the land succubi. Even after having tamed so many succubi, I could still fall for their charm. 
 
    At that very moment, the head of a girl surfaced mere metres away from me. I let out a cry, for the girl had horns. 
 
    “What happened?” Lana asked me, confused. 
 
    “Can’t you see her?” I said, pointing at the girl who had surfaced. But by then she was gone. I gaped. What was exactly going on? 
 
    “Are you okay, sir?” Danor asked me. I nodded, albeit a bit lost. Had that girl been real or had I been hallucinating? 
 
    “Look, the dragon is coming this way!” Lana said. I looked up at the sky. Why, the dragon finally seemed to have realised that the Sphere was missing and was coming this way. He had also lowered his height and he seemed to be scanning the sea searching for us. Finally he seemed to have spotted us and he rushed towards us. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked, as he hovered just above the water surface, beating his wings hard such that they were creating waves which were making it really had for us to keep ourselves afloat. 
 
    “Can we first get on top of you?” Danor said. “We have been swimming for a while and are really tired.” 
 
    The dragon grabbed us with his claws and he put us over his back. I lay on his back, feeling all spent. But the faces of the girls with the horns remained fresh in my mind’s eye. Lana and Danor told all that had happened to us, while I simply stared at the sky. Even the clouds seemed to take the form of the heads of girls with horns. 
 
    “I am terribly sorry,” the dragon said. “I always seem to be away from you when trouble strikes. I promise this shall not happen again. I was hurrying because I wanted to lead you as fast to the merepeople as possible.” 
 
    I took a peek at the sea below. The three girls were still there at the surface and they were beckoning me to go to them. My eyes swelled with tears. I was seeing stuff. 
 
    “Danor,” I said to the big man, not taking my eyes from the girls, “do you see them?” I pointed at the girls with a shivering finger. 
 
    “Whom?” Danor said, puzzled. I felt weak, the fever was building and my wounds were on fire. 
 
    I let out a laugh. I sounded hysterical. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “I am seeing girls with horns on their heads all around me. I am losing my head.” 
 
    All three of my friends gasped. 
 
    “It must be because of the bite,” Lana said, concerned. 
 
    “We must hurry,” the dragon said. He beat his wings hard. I sat in between Danor and Lana so that I would not fall off, for at that moment I felt like I was losing all control over my body. And off we went, I closed my eyes. 
 
    When I opened them again, I was lying in the middle of a forest. 
 
    Beside me there was a man with a snow-white flowing beard. He was bare chested, and he just wore a cloth below his waist. He had a small pitcher in his hand that seemed to contain a liquid. 
 
    “Drink this,” he said to me, bringing the pitcher to my lips. Though he was an old man, his voice was surprisingly youthful. 
 
    “Where are my friends?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t question,” the man said, “drink this fast before they come. You must fight.” 
 
    I drank the liquid that was in the pitcher. It was very much saline. 
 
    “Good,” the man said. “The drink will help you to beat their charm, but only you can actually beat them. Good luck.” 
 
    The man smiled. And he disappeared. 
 
    Had he been one of my hallucinations? 
 
    I looked about the place. At least the place felt real. I hoped it was real. I stood up. I was quite astonished that I could do so without experiencing any of my previous pains. I touched my cheek and I couldn’t feel the wound. My heart leapt in joy. And then I remembered the words of the man.  
 
    Something or somebody was coming and I would need to fight them. 
 
    As I moved about the forest, I realised that I was in a small island; the sea which surrounded it was very calm. I ran to the shore and walked over the sand, even as the tide splashed at my feet. Where were Lana, Danor and the dragon? Had they left me here alone? 
 
    I decided to move around the island. I went along the shore. A light breeze was blowing and it kissed my neck. I had never felt so good in a long while. The island was more or less tear shaped and as I made it to the other side of the island, I saw that there was somebody sprawled at the shore. They seemed to be calling for help. 
 
    I ran up to the person, and as I neared them, I saw that it was a girl. One with the tail of a fish. She also had horns on her head. 
 
    Horns. 
 
    She looked up at me. Though there was a very radiant beauty about her, she seemed to be in distress. 
 
    “Please help me,” the girl said. 
 
    But I was not to fall for her charms. Whatever the man had fed me earlier was helping me to keep a clear head. 
 
    I bent down near her. 
 
    “Why do you want my help for?” I asked her. 
 
    “To stand up, please,” the girl said, not letting go of her pained expression. I glanced at the calm sea and then at her tail. 
 
    “You seem more like you are made for the sea,” I said to her, matter-of-factly. “Why fight for the land?” 
 
    The girl seemed taken aback. 
 
    “If you cannot help me, then leave me here to die,” she said and made a sad face. She was really trying, wasn’t she? 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “I know who you are and what your main motives are,” I said. “You just want to bite me, don’t you? And spread the seed of evil in me?” 
 
    The girl stared at me. Her face was slowly changing from sad to angry. 
 
    “You see, I have already been bitten once,” I said, “If you bite me again it would be quite useless really. The last succubus bit me quite a few times but it was the first bite that really mattered.” 
 
    The girl’s face was slowly losing all beauty.  
 
    “See? What’s the point of this fake charm? Are you even real?” 
 
    Just then two more mermaids with horns on their heads washed up at the shore a few metres away. I realised the mermaids couldn’t really get human legs and harm me in any way as I was on land. The first girl had lost all her beauty and had acquired the face of a demon, yet she remained on the sand, lying in a helpless manner. 
 
    These two mermaids also pleaded me to help them. 
 
    I laughed at their faces. I pointed at the first mermaid. 
 
    “Come on, show me your true faces like her,” I said to them, “why hide behind the pretty faces? They won’t have much effect on me.” 
 
    They didn’t disappoint. In a short while the other two mermaids also took demonic forms. 
 
    I bent down near one and grabbed her horns. She let out a shrill cry. I tried to enter her mind. The moment I did so, she vanished. I laughed. The second one vanished as well the moment I grabbed her horns and tried to enter her mind. Then I approached the first one who had showed up at the shore. I was about to grab her horns when I realised that the girl wasn’t there and instead of her there was the man with the flowing white beard. 
 
    “You have done well,” the man said with a smile, “now help me get up.” 
 
    I almost fell to the trick. But my eyes fell on the horns and the tail of the man. I smiled. 
 
    “Nice try,” I grabbed his horns and he disappeared. 
 
    The moment the man had disappeared that the sea went from very calm to very violent in a heartbeat. A giant wave, hundreds of metres high came. I at once broke into a run away from the shore. But there was no point in running for in a moment the wave was upon me, having swallowed the entire island. 
 
    Blackness. 
 
    I opened my eyes. I was lying on the ground in a jungle. Beside me was the same old man from earlier. He patted my shoulder. 
 
    “You did well,” he said. I observed his head suspiciously. But he had no horns. 
 
    “This is real, right?” I asked the man. 
 
    “As real as anything,” the man replied. 
 
    “Where are my friends?” I asked. 
 
    “At the shore.” 
 
    “Will I be turning into a demon?” I asked the man. 
 
    The man laughed. 
 
    “Young man, you ask too many questions.” 
 
    “I am not young,” I said. “I have lived ninety years in the real world and sixty years in this one. I was an old man until a few days ago when a fairy turned me young again.” 
 
    “All worlds are real, young man,” the man said, “and I have live fifteen hundred years. Do not boast of your puny age to me. And you are a young man now, doesn’t matter what you were before.” 
 
    The man, who had been kneeling, stood up and he left the spot towards the shore. 
 
    I stood up. A message appeared in my vision, accompanied by a feeling of well-being. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You level up! 
    
  You receive a new spell: Air Blast 
    
  To use the spell, point your palms towards a target and say ‘Blast’. The target will be hit by a powerful blast of air. Note that the spell would consume mana every time you use it. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I couldn’t be happier. It was the very first spell I had received in a long while. I hoped I could use the spell to good use soon. I wanted to try it out at that very moment itself, but I didn’t want to spend precious mana without a good reason. 
 
    I made my way towards the shore as well. The dragon, Lana and Danor were waiting there for me. 
 
    Lana and Danor came running to me and both of them hugged me deeply. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, finding it difficult to breathe since they were hugging me too tightly. 
 
    Lana suddenly kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “You survived, captain!” she said. 
 
    Danor patted my back. 
 
    “I knew he would survive,” he said proudly. 
 
    There were several other people at the shore. Besides the man whom I had met earlier, there were others, all of whom seemed to be brothers of the man. Like him they too had white flowing beards. And they were bare-chested and only wore a cloth below their waists. 
 
    “Who are these people?” I asked Lana. 
 
    “Meremen,” she replied. “The dragon dived down under the sea and he requested them to come up to heal you even though today was not the typical day for them to come to the surface. They come to this island on particular days to gather fruits and other commodities that cannot be found under the sea.” 
 
    “But they have legs,” I said. 
 
    “Well, they can get a tail covered with scales the moment they enter the water,” Lana replied, “I myself saw them transform as they came out of the water. It was a sight to behold.” 
 
    I recalled the mermaids in my dream or whatever it had been. The mermaids had not been able to transform their tails into legs. Was it because they were not true mermaids? Or had it been because they had been purely the creation of my own mind? Maybe, since I had not known that merepeople could get legs when they came to land, the mermaids had also not been able to transform their tails into human legs. 
 
    “I hope you don’t see any girls with horns, sir?” Danor asked me. 
 
    I looked around the place just to be sure. 
 
    “Nope. None at all.” 
 
    I went to the man who had healed me and held his hand. 
 
    “I did not thank you earlier,” I said to him. 
 
    The man patted my shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t need to,” he said. “Your friend the dragon has told us of the noble quest that you pursue. Humans and merepeople have always been friends, although we mostly prefer to live in the seas where few human ever come. But I would like that the humans do not suffer. Go free everyone from the curse of the succubi queen!” 
 
    The merepeople went back to the sea. Once they were in the water, their legs merged together and scales grew over them until they had been completely transformed into tails much as that of a fish. The merepeople waved at us and dived into the sea. 
 
    I walked over to the dragon. 
 
    “You are lucky,” the dragon said me, “that they agreed to help. Only a medicinal concoction of plants that grow at the bed of the sea could have ever saved you.” 
 
    “So where do we go from here?” I asked the dragon. 
 
    “The maelstrom that leads to the centre of the earth,” the dragon answered. “It’s a good distance from here to the south. But if the weather remains as nice as it is, then we should reach it in a day. I have never seen the maelstrom of course, only ever heard of it. But I am positive that it exists. There are favourable factors that guide us in each and every quest. And in this quest the maelstrom, I believe, is one such favourable factor, very much like the merepeople without whom you would have turned into a demon by now.” 
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    Chapter 28: The Succubi Queen 
 
    Tomorrow shall me my day, I thought, even as I looked down at the thousands of succubi who were busy arranging themselves into the strict pattern. Even if a single succubus stood just an inch or two away from her correct position, it would be enough to ruin everything. But that shall not happen. I had trained the succubi extremely well. 
 
    The volcano had been smoking for the past few days and I knew that an explosion in the very near future was inevitable. I couldn’t wait for that to happen. Had I not found the dragon diamond, I could have never been able to gather the courage to go forward with the ritual. 
 
    But I now feared nothing. With the dragon diamond in hand, I would be able to speed up the ritual by a great degree. It also would allow me extra stability when I spread my soul over the three vessels and the body of Ranik, the man who had offered himself by his own will to me. 
 
    I grew happy at the very thought that I would take a rebirth in a day. I was excited unlike never before. I was going to finally have a new heart that would be as young as my outer body. 
 
    Just then one of the succubi flew up to me. She seemed to be greatly concerned, a deep frown set over her forehead. 
 
    “What is the matter?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s the dragon diamond,” she said and she hesitated to say anything more. 
 
    “What about it?” I demanded. I feared the succubus brought some bad news about it. I had left the dragon diamond in the tent since the morning, leaving Ranik in charge of it. I could have absorbed the stone into my mind, but I feared that the powers of the stone might degrade if I did so. Some magical objects when absorbed by a player into their mind lost a certain percentage of their powers. And even though the percentage was a small one, it might be succeed in degrading the dragon diamond enough that it would fail in sufficiently speeding up the ritual for me. Ranik was someone whom I trusted. I had given him enough that I had bought his trust. “Tell me what happened to the dragon diamond?” I demanded again, since the succubus was not replying. 
 
    “I heard a strange sound in your tent,” the succubus said, not meeting my eyes, “although you had ordered everyone to never venture inside your tent without your permission, my curiosity took over me and I entered your tent because I felt there was something about the sound that was not right. When I entered your tent, I saw neither the human nor the dragon diamond.” 
 
    At that moment I almost felt like my heart had stopped beating. I descended down towards my tent from the clouds. In half a minute I had reached it. When I entered the tent, I found to my horror that the succubus had spoken true.  
 
    There was neither my valued stone, nor Ranik, the human who had so willingly offered himself to me. It was as if someone had hit me on the face and for a moment I felt dizzy and weak.  
 
    I realised I had made a terrible mistake in putting my trust on the human. I wanted to sob, but I held back my tears. Even in this dire situation, I didn’t want to show myself as weak to the other succubi. Just then, my eyes caught a gleam of a green power on the ground. I squatted and touched the powder with my hand. At once I knew that the powder had black magic in it. Black magic was my friend… actually it was my only true master. 
 
    I set to work at once. I knew that if the human had used this magical powder to somehow teleport himself away from the tent, I could at least know of the place where he had gone. The last time I had asked him how he had been successful in first coming to my tent, he had told me he used a magical powder, one that was ridden with a curse. Every time he use the powder he aged. This effect increased with the increase in the distance over which he teleported himself. I had thought Ranik would never have the guts to use the powder again because of its ill side effects, yet he had. He had turned up to have more guts than I believed him to possess. 
 
    With my black magic I inquired the powder where the person that had used the powder had gone. Initially the powder tried to resist answering my questions, but when I told it of my own relations with black magic, it gladly disclosed where Ranik had gone. 
 
    A short fifty kilometres from Mount Succubus.  
 
    He had been crafty. He hadn’t teleported himself over a large distance and had taken the risk of being sighted by the succubi or by the demons for they were more or less well spread over a radius of a hundred kilometres. Ranik had taken the risk and made a mistake. He shouldn’t have betrayed me. 
 
    I set off at once. At the same time, I alerted all the succubi who were around the fifty kilometre spot to keep a lookout for a human.  
 
    It took me an hour, but I reached the area where Ranik had teleported himself. There were a lot of trees about the place and I could see why Ranik had picked up this spot.  
 
    I called all the demons and the succubi who were near the place and told them to extensively search the woods. The human had to be somewhere, I could almost feel him. I flew over the woods, my eyes scanning the trees as well as possible spots beneath the trees where Ranik could be hiding. I doubted he had made a lot of progress. 
 
    Suddenly, as I was passing over some trees, I felt like I had seen something move over the branches of one tree. I went back to it. I peered and saw there was what seemed to be a strange ape with grey skin. 
 
    In a moment I realised it was a human wearing a grey robe. Ranik wore a grey robe. I descended down to the tree. 
 
    “Do you think you could have actually fled and thought I won’t come for you?” I said from just a few metres above the man. Ranik peered up from between the branches. My eyes caught his. Maybe it was the sudden fright, but his grasp on the branches slipped and down the man fell and hit the ground hard, letting out a cry in the process. I informed the other succubi that I had found Ranik and that they could return to whatever chores they were previously doing. I would deal with Ranik myself.  
 
    I flew down to the ground. Ranik was in the process of getting up. After using the powder, he seemed to have aged just a little more than the last time I had seen him. Perhaps he had added six months or a year to his age. But it was a fact that he was past the age that humans considered their prime. 
 
    Ranik grunted and finally he was up on his feet. He stared at me, a smirk playing at the side of his lips. 
 
    “Why did you have to do this?” I asked Ranik. “Have I not given enough to you? You wanted the ability to see stats, I have given it to you. In the future when I am more powerful, I could have given you youth as well, for you my friend look like you are in much need of it after you prematurely lost it.” 
 
    Ranik grimaced. 
 
    “I do not need to answer you,” he said. There was a certain amount of defiance in his tone. I didn’t understand this, for he wasn’t in any position to defy me in any way. I looked at him with a smile. I should have tried to see past his promises when he first had come to me. 
 
    “Return me my diamond,” I said. “And return yourself to me as well.” 
 
    Ranik turned and began to hobble away from me as fast as he could. Did he actually think he could still get away or was this merely because he was desperate? 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I’ll take the diamond from you and I shall take you from yourself.” 
 
    Ranik had already promised to me that he would allow me to use his body. A promise made to a succubus was like a blood promise. The promise stayed even if the person who made it tried to break it. I went after Ranik. I slapped his back hard. He tumbled and fell face first to the ground. 
 
    “Kill me and the diamond would be gone,” Ranik grunted. He was squirming like a worm on the ground, yet he was trying to assert himself as the one who was in control of the situation. I couldn’t help but let out a laugh. 
 
    “I thought you were wise,” I said, “but no, you are an idiot.” 
 
    I grabbed his hair. So much of it was greying. 
 
    “You belong to me,” I said. I let my black energy flow into him. I had given him the power to see stats and it was easy to find the diamond that he had absorbed within him. In a moment, the diamond had materialised in my other hand. I let the power of seeing stats stay with him. It was part of the deal and if I took it away, Ranik would cease to be mine. 
 
    I looked at the diamond. It had degraded just a tad because of being absorbed by Ranik. After a hard pull at his hair, which resulted in him grunting with pain, I let go of him. I hoped the degradation of the diamond would not succeed in ruining my ritual. 
 
    I stood up. 
 
    Ranik began to sob. 
 
    I held the diamond in my hand and I closed my eyes. I was going to turn the body of Ranik vacant. His soul could go wherever it wanted to taking the power of seeing stats with itself. I concentrated hard. The diamond began to glow. Ranik cried out in pain. It was a painful process, but he would stop caring once he was out of his body. 
 
    “Please don’t do this!” Ranik pleaded. 
 
    “I will, because I can,” I answered with my eyes still closed. “You should have thought better before.” 
 
    And then the job was done even as Ranik’s cries ceased. I had pulled out his soul from his body. A strong wind blew taking the soul with itself. I opened my eyes. Ranik’s listless eyes were still open. I bent down and closed them. Then I grabbed his body by the clothes and slung it over my shoulder. He had become considerably heavy now, but he would not rot, for Ranik hadn’t really died. 
 
    *** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29: Lanak Tanor 
 
    The black clouds in the distance were not welcoming at all. Quite a few times I had also seen the flash of lightning. The dragon had hoped for a good weather, but the sea down below was dancing and a strong wind blew against us. But there was not a speck of land in sight till the eye could see. 
 
    “I don’t think it will be very wise to keep going,” Lana said. 
 
    “But we have to,” the dragon replied, his voice grim. “There wouldn’t not be any point in landing on the sea surface, even though I could do with some resting of my wings. Look at how high the waves are. We must go into the storm head-on, there is no other way round it.” 
 
    “How far is the maelstrom?” I asked. 
 
    “About fifty kilometres from here from what I know,” the dragon replied. “But it could be farther than that.” 
 
    As we approached the dark clouds, the dragon considerably lowered his height in order to avoid the lightning bolts, which cracked every now and then sending a shudder down our spines every time. Soon, we were hit by very fine drops of rain. The rain drops kept getting bigger and bigger until we were in the midst of a full blown storm. Lana, Danor and I grabbed hard onto the dragon’s back. We held onto his scales since his back was too broad for us. 
 
    The rain pelted against the skin of the dragon. I for one could barely keep my eyes open, even as my face was splashed by the rain water. I had one hand grabbing the dragon, while the other arm I had around Lana’s waist. Danor similarly had his arm around me. 
 
    “This is fun, isn’t it, sir?” I heard Danor say from behind. 
 
    “Fun?” I asked, wondering if I had mistaken him. My body hair was standing and a shiver caught hold of me. Danor could possibly not think we were in a fun situation by any means. 
 
    “Look at the colours all around you,” Danor said. 
 
    I turned around, wondering if the rain hitting his head had made him go crazy. Danor had his eyes wide open staring at the clouds and the sea and the lightning. He was ignoring the wind and the rain absolutely.  
 
    I tried to look at our surroundings better, putting a hand on my forehead to protect my eyes. Why, the colours really were mesmerizing! Purple, blue and pink the clouds were. Down below the sea was quite black, reflecting the light from the thunder bolts in a very dazzling fashion. I guess, despite everything, it was fun after all. 
 
    Barely had that thought crossed my head, when just metres away from the dragon’s body lightning cracked. The dragon made a sudden manoeuvre to protect himself such that our grasp on him slipped. I was able to regain my grasp and so could Lana, but I didn’t feel Danor’s arm around my waist anymore and I looked behind. 
 
    He was not there. 
 
    “Danor has fallen!” I yelled. 
 
    “What?” the dragon cried, apparently not having heard me clearly over all the noises involved in the storm. 
 
    “Danor’s fallen,” I cried again. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Lana said. The next moment, she had already jumped down. I looked at the sea below to see any signs of Danor, but in the blackness of the sea I could see nothing. But then as Lana moved determinedly towards a particular spot in the sea, I peered harder and spotted what looked like a person’s head on the sea surface. 
 
    As Lana grabbed Danor, a large head that could rival the size of the dragon’s head emerged on the sea surface mere metres away from Lana and Danor. It seemed to be a gargantuan shark. Its mouth was wide open, its razor sharp teeth glinting. 
 
    It lunged towards Lana and Danor, but Lana was able to pull Danor away from the monster at the nick of time. The dragon flew lower and Lana was able to land on his back together with Danor. Danor sat behind me, his face very pale. 
 
    “Well, do you think it is fun now?” I asked him. 
 
    Danor flashed his teeth in an exhausted manner. He nodded. 
 
    “Heck, it was fun,” he said. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Lana said, shooting him a glare, “you were nearly eaten by that thing!” 
 
    “Shit!” said the dragon. 
 
    The dragon abruptly flapped his wings hard to gain height. I looked at the sea surface. Apparently the monster shark had tried to use advantage of the dragon being low in height to sink its teeth into his belly. I watched as the shark disappeared under the blackness of the sea and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Just then an arrow of some sort came flying from nowhere and hit the dragon just inches away from one of my foot. The dragon cried out in pain. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Danor cried. 
 
    It took me a moment to make sense of the arrow-like thing that had hit the dragon. 
 
    It was a fish. An extremely slender fish, the stomach of which was becoming fat quickly. Its elongated mouth had sunk deep into the dragon, even the dragon’s tough hide protecting him little. 
 
    “That thing is sucking his blood!” Lana said. She immediately grabbed the fish by its tail and pulled it out, blood oozing out of the dragon in the process. The snout of the fish was completely red. It began to move frantically in Lana’s hand, attempting to bite her. She let go. As the fish fell back towards the sea, something wonderful happened to its fins. They spread out almost becoming wings. The fish flapped the wing-like fins hard such that it descended slowly down to the sea. 
 
    The three of us exchanged looks. I was sure, even my old friend Zurk, excellent as he was at fishing had never seen a fish like that in his life. 
 
    Just then, yet another arrow-like fish flew mere inches away from my head. It harmlessly flew over the dragon’s back and then went down towards the sea again. 
 
    “More are coming!” Danor said. I saw a bunch of black dots shooting fast towards us from below. 
 
    I had to do something to save the dragon. I pointed my palms towards the oncoming blood sucking fish and yelled, “Blast!” The strong blast of air hit the blood suckers and they fell back to the sea. 
 
    “Thank you!” the dragon said to me as he increased his speed, because who knew the blood suckers might shoot for him again.  
 
    “I see something there,” Lana said, pointing a finger straight ahead. I peered hard. There was what looked like a white dot and the waves of the sea seemed to move around it. 
 
    “I have a feeling it is the maelstrom we seek,” the dragon said. As the white dot came closer, I realised it indeed was the maelstrom, but there was a very glass like quality to the water inside it. As we went even closer it, it further dawned upon me that there was no real water inside the maelstrom. Instead, there were strange concentric rings, which showed glimpses of different places. I struggled to make sense of it. At the very centre of the maelstrom, there seemed to be hot magma. 
 
    The wind was blowing very hard around the maelstrom and the dragon was really fighting to keep his balance and not fall into the maelstrom. 
 
    “Now, we’ll need to be very careful,” the dragon said. We want to go directly to the centre of the maelstrom so that we reach the centre of the earth. 
 
    “Wouldn’t we die if we do so?” Danor asked. “It’s all magma down there.” 
 
    “No, nobody will die,” the dragon said. “Because you will enter with me, you will become immune to the heat and the magma and they would not be able to destroy you. But hold on tight, because if you fall off and enter one of the other portals you’ll end up in a different place altogether.” 
 
    So the concentric rings were actually portals that could take us to different places in the Second World? 
 
    “Here we go!” the dragon cried and he leapt into the maelstrom. The winds inside the maelstrom were fierce. I had to give all my strength to stick onto the dragon’s back. The dragon meanwhile flapped his wings very hard, inching closer to the centre of the maelstrom and trying his best to resist the other portals from pulling him into them instead. 
 
    We reached near the centre. The dragon was tiring, and just then, one of his wings accidentally struck a different portal, one that was showing clear skies. Immediately we were pulled into it. 
 
    “No!” the dragon cried. 
 
    The next moment we found ourselves in the sky. My head whirled as I struggled to believe that we had been so close to reaching the third vessel and yet had failed. 
 
    “Look below,” Danor said from behind. We were flying a good distance atop a volcano. Surrounding the volcano on the ground were hundreds of people who had arranged themselves in the pattern of a star, surrounded by concentric circles, with the volcano being at the centre of the star. 
 
    From the people on the ground, a strange green aura streamed up and formed into a ball just over the mouth of the volcano. There seemed to be a woman inside the ball of green aura. It took me a moment to realise that all the people had horns. The ladies even had wings.  
 
    “We are in Mount Succubus,” the dragon said, dejected. “All is lost; look they are performing the ritual.” 
 
     “They are coming for us!” Lana suddenly said, pointing at fifty succubi who were flying towards us. I had been too busy observing the succubi on the ground and had missed the succubi who were in the air at a higher level than us. 
 
    The succubi began to attack the dragon. Some of them were carrying spears and they thrust the spears into his back. Although most of the times they were not able to pierce his thick skin, some of the succubi were able to draw blood. Lana, Danor and I did our best to maintain our balance, even as the dragon flew this way and that, lashing his tail in an attempt to thwart the succubi. 
 
    “What do we do?” Lana asked me. Like the dragon she too sounded devoid of hope. We had failed to reach the final vessel, and because of it the succubi queen might be able to complete the ritual. But I wasn’t able to answer Lana, for the next moment three succubi came along from nowhere and grabbed me and pulled me away. As I was taken away, I watched as the other succubi did the same with Lana and Danor, taking them away from the dragon’s back. Two of the succubi held my arms while the third one held one of my legs. 
 
    “Kill him or bite him?” one succubus asked the other two. 
 
    I spat at her face. She flinched, not expecting me to do so, and for a momen, she let go of my arm. The other two held on to me, but I pointed my hand at them and shouted, 
 
    “Hit!” 
 
    The air blast hit them, throwing them away and freeing me from them. Alas, I had absolutely forgotten in my desperation to free myself from the succubi that I was thousands of feet above the ground. I fell straight towards the mouth of the volcano. I cried out. Was this going to be the end of me? The way I was falling I was sure, I would pass pretty close to the queen hovering in the ball of green aura above the mouth of the volcano. At least I would be able to say ‘Hi’ to her. 
 
    I fell towards the ball of green, the wind roaring at my ears. But when I hit the ball of green, I stopped falling very abruptly. There was something about the magical ball of green which prevented me from falling into the mouth of the smoking volcano. I saw tha floating at a lower level to me and the succubi queen in the ball of green was Ranik. Below him was a bright diamond. 
 
    I was face to face with the succubi queen now. I had set out on a quest to bring her downfall. 
 
    Yet, I was shocked to see that there were tears on her face. 
 
    She snarled at me. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. Then she narrowed her eyes ever so slightly as though she knew. “You are the one who destroyed two of the vessels, aren’t you?” 
 
    I did not answer. I had a feeling that if I said ‘yes’ to her question, it would be the last word I ever speak. One thing I was acutely aware of at that moment was that the queen was not using her charming powers on me. Her beauty was striking, yet it didn’t make me lose myself in a trance. 
 
    “You have destroyed me,” the queen continued, since I was not answering, “I should have put guards to protect the vessel, but I thought that the vessels could protect themselves. The mummy knew a hundred tricks to deceive and the fire succubus could incarcerate anyone at her wish, yet you succeeded. When I try now to transfer my soul into the third vessel, I fail. The diamond degraded and the vacant body of the human is of no use to me now.” 
 
    The queen looked into my eyes. 
 
    “In a few hours my heart would stop beating and I do not know what happens from there on. Why did you have to try and stop me? I do not recall any instance when I caused any harm to you.” 
 
    I had an answer to this. I pointed at the thousands of succubi and demons lined up in the star pattern below. 
 
    “They used to have lives of their own,” I said, “You turned them into mindless demons. You think it’s fair that they should slave away what remains of their lives for you? Many of them are very old souls even though they might look young and beautiful. Their families and friends have all aged and died. They do not have anywhere to return to. You took away their lives from them.” 
 
    I said this looking hard at the queen. She bathed her eyelids. Fresh tears welled in her eyes. 
 
    “But what about me?” she asked. “Suffering is all I have known, in this world and the real one. In the real world I faced constant abuse, in this world all I know is fear. I thought my sister would stick by my side, but even she left me.” 
 
    I felt a tinge of pity for the queen. The magma in the volcano was bubbling and I knew an eruption was underway. 
 
    “I can set you free,” I said, “free of whatever ails you.” 
 
    The queen frowned, but I could see a small ray of hope in her swollen eyes. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I am a succubi tamer,” I said, “I can tame you.” 
 
    “Tame me?” the queen said, her frown taking the form of a glare, the ray of hope in her eyes turning into a dagger, “And take all my powers from me? Make me a mortal?” 
 
    “It’s your choice,” I said, maintaining a steady stare at her. 
 
    She took a step forward. Was she going to do something to me? Bite me perhaps? A chill ran down my spine, but I held my ground. There was nothing else I could do. If I took a couple of steps backward I would fall out of the magical sphere to a certain death in the magma boiling inside the volcano. 
 
    The queen was visibly gritting her teeth as though she was in an internal turmoil. 
 
    “Come near me,” she said. With some hesitation I went closer to her such that only a couple of feet separated the two of us. 
 
    “F-free me from what ails me,” the queen said. With shivering hands that barely seemed to be in control of her she grabbed my arms, “tame me if you must.” 
 
    I nodded. I was about to grasp her horns when she shook her head. A flicker of a smile played at her lips. 
 
    “I am the succubi queen,” she said, “my horns are not my weakness.” 
 
    She suddenly leaned in close and pressed her lips against mine, pulling me into a deep kiss. 
 
    Initially, panic took hold of me, but seeing that the queen was not trying to bite me, I reckoned this had something to do with the taming and I kissed her back. 
 
    The queen dissolved, so did everything else. A new world materialised. I found myself standing in front of a big castle, which was surrounded by what looked like a pool of fire on all sides. A single metallic bridge safely led from where I was to the castle, such that the fire couldn’t harm whoever was crossing the bridge. 
 
    A window flung open at a room near the top of the castle. I saw a woman inside, an old one, who strikingly resembled the succubi queen if you removed all the wrinkles. She tried to wave at me, but someone pulled her inside violently and the window closed on its own. 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    None of the other succubi I had ever tamed had a castle inside their minds. Who knew what lay inside the castle? The black magic would try its best to stay in the queen’s mind. I would have to destroy it, wherever it was hiding. 
 
    I crossed the pool of fire using the bridge. There was a single large door at the very front of the castle. I gave it a light push, and to my relative surprise the door swung open. I had a feeling that if I entered the castle, it wouldn’t be very easy to get out of it. 
 
    I entered the castle. There was a main hall, at the sides of which there were daises in front of a throne. At one corner of the main hall there was a small door. Seeing that there was nothing much to do in the main hall, I opted to explore the castle and I went through the small door. I found myself in a long corridor, which had a number of rooms, but the doors of all but one room were closed and locked. Light fell onto the corridor from inside the room with the open door. The corridor ended in a wall and the particular room was just near it. My heart felt like it was surrounded by ice, for it was not just light that came out of the room, but strange horrifying sounds also flooded out of it.  
 
    I strained my ears. I thought the sounds might belong to a child, but there was something quite sinister about them, because they were accompanied by strange clicking sounds. 
 
    I made up my courage and went towards the open room. I tried to materialise my sword in my hand, but failed. I reckoned it was not quite possible to materialise something when you are inside somebody’s mind. Finally I reached the room. I took a deep breath and I entered it. 
 
    The sight I saw was so revolting that I nearly fell backwards. At one corner of the room there was what appeared to be a giant spider. The creature had eight legs like a spider, sure, but its head was that of a woman with her hair tied backwards. While the rest of her face and head was like that of a human, her mouth was like that of an insect, consisting of several parts. The clicking sounds had been coming from her. But the child? 
 
    Only as I forced myself to shift my gaze from the macabre spider-woman, did I realise that she had a child below her. Perhaps two or three years of age the child was. The spider-woman was spinning silk around the child, biting the child’s face with her mouth parts, causing the child to cry out more and more. The child’s face had a strong resemblance to the face of the succubi queen. 
 
    Was I supposed to save the child? I reckoned it was what I needed to do and I stepped inside the room. 
 
    “Stop it,” I said. Strangely I managed to sound brave. 
 
    The spider-woman stopped with the child and turned her disturbing head towards me. She let out a screeching sound and shot towards me, carrying her huge body with her eight fast-moving legs. I leapt out of the way. I cursed myself for not giving a thought to how I was actually going to deal with the spider-woman. The room was mostly bare, aside from a small bed at one corner and a dressing table complete with a mirror at another. There was a small hole in the wall at the base of the wall near the dressing table, but I couldn’t see the point of the hole. Overall, there was little in the room that I could actually use against the spider-woman. 
 
    The spider-woman let out an angry sound as she charged at me again. I sprinted towards the child and tried to remove all the silk that covered half her body. The child’s face was purple at several spots where she had been bitten by the spider-woman and the child also looked quite dazed. I failed to remove any of the silk. Heck, the silk stuck to my own fingers and now I struggled to move my hands properly. The spider-woman reached me and bit my arm. I cried out.  
 
    The pain was like an explosion in my arm, even though the wound didn’t bleed as much. The spider-woman bit my other arm too. I felt light headed even as I stared at the spider-woman as she began spin her silk around me. 
 
    The air blast spell, idiot! 
 
    I quickly checked and saw that I had enough mana to use the spell at least one more time.  
 
    “Blast!” I cried, barely able to point my hands at the spider-woman, for my arms felt quite leaden thanks to the bite. Immediately the spider-woman flew backwards. Her head hit a wall and she fell on the floor, lying on it with her belly up. I began to pull like mad at the silk and was able to free myself of a considerable amount of silk. 
 
    I rushed towards the spider-woman. She seemed to have been knocked out for a few moments, but her legs were twitching every now and then and I knew that she would be up in no time. I contemplated what I could do. 
 
    Save the child and get out. 
 
    I immediately got to the child and picked her up. I rushed out of the room, but the moment I did so, the child began to cry as if I had taken away a chocolate from her. 
 
    “What?” I said to the child, quite flabbergasted. “Why are you crying now?” 
 
    The child only cried harder. Then with her arm that was free from the silk, she pointed towards the room with the spider. 
 
    “You want to go back there?” I said and the child made only the smallest of nods, looking at me with pleading watery eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t possibly do that. I shook my head. It would be idiotic to listen to the child. I was the adult; I had to make my own decision. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “But I cannot do that.” 
 
    The cries of the child pretty much exploded and I was sure that by the time I was done with this, I would be deaf. I ran towards the door that led to the main hall. I stopped and glanced behind and saw to my horror that the spider-woman had recovered and she had come out of the room. 
 
    I ran into the main hall and out of the castle. 
 
    I turned back and watched as the entire doorway of the castle exploded as the spider-woman made her way through it. She had quadrupled in size! And her size was only increasing even more.  
 
    I suddenly realised why the child had cried when I had taken her out of the room. Apparently the spider-woman could grow in size if she left the room. 
 
    I considered my options fast. It would not be easy to get back into the castle. I made a quick decision and sped off towards the bridge, the child wailing at my ears. I crossed the bridge quickly.  There was only a little land on the other side of the bridge and nothing existed beyond that. We were after all inside the mind of the succubi queen. The spider-woman also crossed the bridge. My heart was beating like a drum in my chest as I watched her reach this side of the bridge. She was large enough now that she could swallow both me and the child in one gulp. I ran away from the bridge and she pursued me. 
 
    Thankfully, I was able to lead her in a loop, which got me back to the bridge and I broke into a run towards the castle.  
 
    My foot slipped. 
 
    A moment later I found myself holding onto the bridge with one hand, while with the other arm I held onto the child. The fire dancing below seemed quite eager to have me. I gritted my teeth and I began to pull myself up. My strength bar was falling fast. My arm ached. But somehow, through sheer determination, of perhaps it was just the fear of falling into the pool of fire below that I was able to pull myself up. 
 
    I inhaled deeply, lying on the bridge, feeling quite drained. All the veins of the arm that I had used to pull myself up had popped up and it felt rather heavy. I turned my head and my eyes met the gigantic face of the spider-woman staring down at me. She let out a screech and lowered her head to eat me. 
 
    But I was not prepared to give up. From seemingly nowhere, fresh energy flowed into me and I was up on my feet in a heartbeat. I raced towards the castle, the spider-woman in hot pursuit. I entered the castle through the doorway, which had gotten even larger after the spider-woman had forced her way through it earlier. I dashed towards the small door and entered the corridor. Finally I reached the room. I placed the child on the floor and panted. I was sweating profusely. The child had finally stopped crying and there was at least some solace in that. 
 
    I checked my mana and saw that I had enough for another air blast. Then my eyes fell on the mirror. An idea struck my head. I ran to it. Just then the spider-woman reached the door of the room. She had shrunk to her original size. 
 
    As I kicked the mirror, the spider-woman sped towards me. The mirror shattered and fell in shards at my feet.  
 
    “Blast!” I yelled, pointing my hands towards the spider-woman. She was immediately thrown away. I quickly picked up the best shard of broken mirror that was shaped like a dagger and rushed towards the spider-woman, who lay on the floor with her belly up. 
 
    I did not hesitate as I plunged the glass dagger into her neck. The glass dagger was sharp and it cut through her neck with ease. Blood spurted from her neck to my face as I beheaded her and the head fell to the floor. I dropped the glass dagger and wiped my face.  
 
    Only then did I came to know of a stinging pain in my hands and realised that the glass dagger had made deep cuts in my hands and I was myself bleeding. I watched as my health bar went down. Thankfully after a while the blood stopped coming out. I turned towards the child. She was removing all the spider silk that she was covered in. I went to her and helped her remove the rest of it. 
 
    The child smiled at me, flashing her little teeth. She ran into the hole in the wall. A moment later she emerged from it and in her hand there was what seemed like the hilt of a sword. She handed this to me. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked, turning the hilt over and over in my hand. I couldn’t imagine any way to use the hilt of the sword. Swords without their blades weren’t very useful. 
 
    In response the child took my hand and pulled me towards the door. Once we were out of the room, she pointed towards the end of the corridor. Except there was no end this time. The wall had disappeared and now there were steps instead that led upwards to the first floor of the castle. 
 
    “You want me to go there?” I asked the child. She nodded, and she looked quite earnest. Then leaving me where I was, she ran inside the room where the body of the spider-woman still lay and closed the door from the inside.  
 
    I waited for a couple of minutes to see if the child was going to come out, but she didn’t. I made my way towards the stairs and began to climb it. Reaching the first floor, I saw that there was another corridor here as well. There were several rooms, but almost all of them were locked. There was only one room that was open and it was towards the end of the corridor. I reckoned I would have to deal with whatever was inside that room. 
 
    I fell to my knees and closed my eyes for a moment. The face of the spider-woman was still fresh in my mind’s eye. While I had not spared a thought in killing her, but now my hands shivered as I imagined her beheaded corpse leaking blood. Who knew what kind of macabre devils lay ahead? I should have thought before offering the succubi queen to tamer her. 
 
    I sighed and I pushed myself up to my feet. It was only then did I notice my youth bar. It had dropped significantly. I had totally ignored it, being focused more on my mana and my strength. I had almost lost ninety points in youth. It didn’t make much sense, for I had been notified earlier that I would not age as fast as before when taming a succubi. But then, I was inside the mind of the succubi queen and I reckoned the black magic was strong here and it was causing me to age at an accelerated speed.   
 
    I felt my face and found it to be more uneven than before. I found myself breaking into a chuckle. I had started the quest to defeat the succubi queen as an old man. I reckoned that by the time the quest was completed I would be an old man once again. 
 
    I approached the open room. I took a peek inside when I reached it. There was a girl, perhaps of late teens, who was sitting on a bed. On one side of the room there was another door which perhaps led to a different room.  Just above the second door there was a small clock. The girl was sitting in such a position that her hair completely covered her face. The sound of faint sobs reached my ears from her. I let out a cough to announce my arrival. 
 
    The girl looked up. She had blood shot eyes as if she had been crying for days. Her face also resembled the succubi queen by a striking degree. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked me. 
 
    “I am Lanak,” I said as I entered the room, taking slow steps so as not to scare the girl. She already looked quite a mess. On several places on her arms and lower legs I could see bruises, like she had been hit by a cane. I definitely did not want to do anything to her that would cause her anymore discomfort. 
 
    “Nobody ever comes here,” the girl said, “except…” 
 
    She trailed off and looked to the floor. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” I asked. “And who did this to you?” I pointed at all her bruises. 
 
    Before she could answer the clock struck twelve and it began to ring. It rang thirteen times. 
 
    The girl suddenly turned towards the other door, looking very fearful. 
 
    “He is coming,” she said. She sounded like she was going to be killed. 
 
    “Who?” I asked. I stood next to her, but her eyes were fixed at the door. A great creak and the door swung open. The person that was revealed was horrifying. He had a pale face and little hair, but otherwise he seemed like he couldn’t be older than someone in his late twenties. He had a cane in one hand, and he began to approach the girl. There was something very frightening and deathly about his gait. The man’s eyes moved towards me. They looked drunk. 
 
    I was quite certain by now that this man was the girl’s tormentor. 
 
    The man raised the cane and he swung it at me. I was too late, thinking the man couldn’t possibly be capable of such fast a motion. The cane struck my shoulder and such was the force that I was thrown away and landed on the floor. The bite of the spider-woman had felt like an explosion in my arm, but now I felt like my arm had entirely detached from my body. It also stripped me of 200 health. I watched as the man rained the cane on the girl. He was even more merciless to her and he hit her repeatedly, like she was not a person at all. She cried out. I couldn’t bear watching the scene. I willed myself up to my feet and threw myself at the man. I grabbed him by the neck and tried to pull him away from the girl. The man was surprisingly feeble and I was easily able to drag him away, even as he kept swinging his cane to hit the girl. I realised all his powers lay in the cane. 
 
    The problem was that it was in his hand and not mine. He snarled and turned his attention towards me. At least five times he struck me and then I knew no more as I blacked out. When I opened my eyes next, I saw that I was lying on the floor. 
 
    I heard the door creaking shut and when I turned my head I saw that the man had gone to the other room. The girl was on the bed, senseless. 
 
    Somehow, supporting myself with the edge of the bed, I pushed myself back up to my feet. My body seemed to be on fire. Looking at my health bar, I saw that I only had a last bit of health still left in me. I reckoned if the man hit me with his all powerful cane I would surely die.  
 
    I tapped the girl’s cheek. Very wearily she opened her eyes. I was thankful that at least she was alive. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, and only then did I realise how lame a question it was. The girl had been beaten black and blue. She could never be okay. Still, the girl nodded. 
 
    “Is he gone?” she asked me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “But he would return again in a few minutes,” the girl said, her fearful eyes darting up to the clock. “He always returns.” 
 
    “And he always beats you?” I asked. She nodded, a tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “I am sorry that you had to suffer trying to help me,” the girl said. “I can kill the man, but I can’t. Please go wherever you came from.” 
 
    My brows shot high in my forehead. 
 
    “You can kill him?” I asked her. “Why haven’t you already?” 
 
    “Because I can’t,” she replied and burst into a very violent sob, her face convulsing so much that she looked ten years older than her age. “I love him.” 
 
    It took me a moment for the words to sink into my head.  
 
    “You what?” I said. “How? Why?” 
 
    “Because I always have,” the girl said. 
 
    “Can’t you see what he is doing to you?” 
 
    “Once after many days he does say ‘sorry’,” the girl said, not meeting my eyes. For a few moments I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “And I assume ten minutes later after saying ‘sorry’ he comes with the cane again?”  
 
    “I want him to go away,” the girl said, “but I can’t make him go away.” 
 
    “You just need to take hold of his cane,” I said. “Then he will become powerless. Kill him or chase him away, you don’t need to suffer so much.” 
 
    The girl seemed to contemplate over my words. Then she finally made up her mind. 
 
    “Will you help me take his cane?” she asked me. 
 
    “I came here only to help you,” I said. Just then the clock began to ring again. Thirteen times it rang. A look of horror settled on the girl’s face. I grabbed her head and forced her to look into my eyes. 
 
    “We are taking his cane, all right?” I said to her, “And you are going to help me.” 
 
    The girl made only the smallest of nods. The door creaked as it opened. The man raised his cane to hit me, but this time I was prepared and I acted quickly. I kicked his leg and the next moment he had fallen down. I pounced upon him and tried to snatch the cane from his hand, but the man wasn’t ready to give it up. He threw the cane directly at my face, such that it hit me on the forehead. 
 
    For a moment I knew nothing about the world as extreme pain took over me. When I could make any sense of my surrounding again, I saw a hand raising the cane and then bringing it down hard. A cry resulted.  
 
    A man’s cry. 
 
    I suddenly realised that the girl was striking the man with his own cane. I reckoned when the man had thrown the cane to hit me, the girl had quickly picked it up. I was so thankful for that. I watched as she took her revenge on him, beating him black and blue. Her face was a mishmash of great emotions. Finally she stopped beating and watched as the man crawled away into the next room and the door closed on its own accord. And this time the door entirely disappeared and it was replaced by solid wall instead. The clock vanished as well, as though it had never existed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the girl asked me as I slowly sat down on the bed, massaging my head which still throbbed as though it was being repeatedly hit by a hammer. My health bar only barely existed, but I was thankful that it at least did. 
 
    “You saved me,” I said to the girl. 
 
    The girl wiped her face so wet with tears. 
 
    “It was you who saved me,” she told me. Then she handed me the cane. The cane changed shape and turned into the blade of a sword. I had earlier kept the hilt in my pocket and now I took it out and tried to join it to the blade. The blade and the hilt magically joined to each other. 
 
    “Go,” said the girl, “go to the upper floor of this castle. You need to get out of here.” 
 
    I nodded. The girl suddenly embraced me and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered into my ears.  
 
    “Go,” she said as we broke apart. 
 
    When I went out of the room I saw that the end of the corridor had transformed into a flight of steps that led to the upper floor. 
 
    Once I had reached the top of the steps, I knelt down and caught my breath. I checked my stats and saw that my health bar had climbed up a little bit. The pain in my head was little more than a dull throb now. What concerned me however was the youth bar. It had dropped even more. Another ninety points in youth gone. I felt my face with my hands and I could make out quite a few wrinkles on my face. Youth did slip away quite fast, didn’t it? 
 
    I waited a few more moments so that my health climbed a little bit more. In the second floor too was a corridor. The room near the end of the corridor was open. I prayed whatever was in the room would be less grotesque than what I had already encountered. 
 
    I made my way to the room. When I reached it, I reeled looking at all the blood that was on the floor. There was an old lady, the same one whom I had seen from outside. She was sitting on the floor not far from a window. Surrounding her were quite a few odd creatures that were the size of puppies. Initially I struggled to make sense of what the creatures really were for I had never seen the like of them ever in my life. One thing I was certain of was that they were the source of the blood that was on the floor. The old lady looked very frightened and she sat on the floor visibly shuddering, embracing her legs with her arms. 
 
    Finally I realised what the creatures were. They were hearts. Hearts that had limbs and mouths and eyes. Each of the heart monsters had several cuts all over their bodies which was the source of the blood on the floor that was increasing with every moment. But I could see no reason why the hearts should be bleeding. The old lady possessed nothing with which she could possibly injure the heart creatures. 
 
    Suddenly the darting eyes of the old lady fixed on me. She sprung to her feet and came running, jumping over the heart monsters so desperate she was. She came and fell to my feet. 
 
    “Please save me!” she begged. Her face like the faces of the child and the teenage girl had a striking resemblance to the succubi queen. I grasped her shoulders and gently pulled her up. 
 
    “Thank you for coming here,” the old lady said, clasping her hands together. “They are going to drown me, please save me.” 
 
    The heart creatures approached me and the lady from all sides. They had menacing canines that gleamed bright. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I said to the old lady. 
 
    I raised my sword and swung it at the heart monster closest to me. The sword made a deep cut on the side of the heart monster, such that fresh blood leaked out of it. At the same moment, another heart monster crept behind us and closed the door. I felt a stinging pain at the back of my leg and turned to see one heart monster having sunk his canines into my leg. I wasted no time in putting my sword through the monster’s eye. Fresh blood spurted from the monster, even as it let go of my leg. 
 
    I let out a yell and I began to hack and slash at the heart monsters one by one. Every time I hit any of them they would fall down limp and great amounts of blood would spill out of them. What sucked was that for every one heart monster that I killed, three more seemed to materialise from nowhere. The old lady and I soon found ourselves against a corner of the room, being approached by tens of the heart monsters. I tried to console the lady, but she was shuddering very violently in her fear. The level of blood on the floor was steadily increasing and by now it had reached my knees. Suddenly the realisation struck me. I turned at the old lady with wide eyes. 
 
    “You said they drown you,” I said, “They drown you in blood?” 
 
    The old lady nodded. My heart sank. I had thought that the monsters drowned her in water or something similar. That she was being drowned in blood had never really crossed my mind until now. I was sure that the old lady would survive even if she drowned. I however would not. 
 
    I stopped fighting the heart monsters. There was no point in doing so because the more I killed them, more of them appeared. I focused on defending myself and the old lady instead, preventing the monsters from sinking their teeth in either of us. 
 
    I was at a loss as to what to do. The level of blood kept rising until I was waist deep in blood. The heart monsters were guarding the door at the opposite wall, plus it would be quite difficult to wade through the blood to it. I didn’t want to be bitten any more. My health was already very low. 
 
    “We are going to drown,” the old lady said, her wide eyes glistening with fear. The level of blood had now reached my chest. The hear monsters kept producing blood all the while, and they seemed to having a menacing smile on their odd faces. 
 
     I turned at the old lady. I understood that she was frightened but couldn’t she see that she had drowned earlier, yet it hadn’t really done anything to her? 
 
    I wasn’t ready to give up yet. Seeing that I had regained a little mana, I aimed my hands towards the door. 
 
    “Blast!” I yelled. As the blast of air went from my palms towards the door, it created a wave on the surface of the blood. But by the time the air blast reached the door, it had already run out of energy. 
 
    I had tried everything. There was nothing I could do now. The old lady was shorter than me, so I lifted her onto my feet. The fear of drowning began to settle over me. I told myself that it would be a quick death and then I would be in a third world, possibly one which had my sons and daughters and everyone who never managed to come to the Second World and died when the war had broken out in the real world. 
 
    I put an arm around the old lady and gave her a consoling look. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said to her, “if you drown, I am also going to drown with you.” 
 
    The old lady looked at me with wide eyes. I thought her eyes were rather large for her bony face.  
 
    “Is it okay?” she asked to me, almost in a whisper, even as the blood level reached her chin.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” I said. “So now, do not be afraid of it.” 
 
    The old lady kept staring at me, but I could see that the fear was slowly leaving her face. And then something interesting happened. The level of blood began to go down. The heart monsters, who had began to cheer, became quiet and looked at each other confusedly. 
 
    I abruptly realised why this was happening. The fear of the old lady and the level of blood were related. It was not the heart monsters who were always drowning her in blood. It was herself! 
 
    “See?” I said to her, the blood level falling fast. “It is okay!” 
 
    The old lady looked at the falling blood level with much awe. She seemed to realise that her fear and the blood level were related. In mere minutes, most of the blood had disappeared entirely, and just stains of blood remained on the floor and sides of the walls. What more, the heart monsters had stopped bleeding as well. The colour of their bodies was becoming less and less red and more black as if their bodies were drying from the insides. 
 
    The heart monsters began to make panicked sounds and they grouped together in the middle of the room. I held my sword firmly. I knew that they were going to attack me and the old lady. The heart monsters looked very pissed. I couldn’t afford to let the old lady face any more fear.  
 
    Once the heart monsters grouped together, with some climbing on top of others such that they formed a small hill at the centre of the room, something weird happened. Their bodies began to fuse into one another. 
 
    The result was a gigantic black heart monster, who took a considerable space of the room. The monster roared and advanced towards me and the old lady. 
 
    I turned to look at the old lady. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I said to her, “do not be frightened.” 
 
    And without further ado, I threw myself at the heart monster. It tried to swat me with its gigantic hands, but I was able to evade every time, even though there were many cases when I tripped and fell on the floor. I was determined not to be hit by the heart monster for I did not want to lose health. I landed cut after cut on the body of the heart monster. No blood ensued from any of the cuts. The body of the heart monster had toughened considerably, and every time I hit it, I felt like I was trying to chop a piece of wood. I grew certain that at this rate my sword would go blunt. 
 
    No, I had to attack the monster at its weak points— its eyes. 
 
    Somehow, I was able to go behind the monster and I climbed onto its back and moved towards the top of the monster. I raised my sword, my aim the left eye of the monster. Just then I felt a sudden force on my back as the monster hit me with one of its hands. I lost balance and ended up putting my sword into the monster’s face, mere inches away from its eyes.  
 
    I ignored the pain, but I was concerned very much about my health bar, which was blinking and about to be depleted. As the monster’s hand came to grab me, I jumped from its head and landed on the floor and rolled away to lessen the energy of the impact. Once I was back to my feet, I immediately assumed an attacking pose and studied the monster. 
 
    The giant arms of the monster were the main problems. If I could do something about them then I could easily hit any weak point of the monster without necessarily having to fear for my health and for my life. Thankfully, the hind arms of the monster had less girth than its forearms. Once again, I ran behind the monster, and as it tried to turn its massive body towards me, I quickly climbed onto its back again. This time I approached the right arm. 
 
    I hit the monster with my sword at the very base of the arm. The monster cried out and tried to grab me with its left hand, but I was able to evade it. I landed yet another hit on the base of the arm, deepening the former cut. Two more quick hits and the arms completely detached from its body and fell to the ground. Now, I turned my attention to the left arm. 
 
    I was able to chop it off quickly. The arms continued to struggle on the ground, but otherwise they were now harmless. I climbed up to the top of the helpless monster and I put my sword into its eye, which was the only soft thing in its body. The monster cried out as I pushed and pushed my sword. After a few moments the monster ceased crying. As the giant body of the monster toppled to the floor, I carefully jumped away. 
 
    The old lady clasped her hands and sobbed, 
 
    “Thank you! Thank you!” 
 
    The castle began to dissolve around us as though it had been made of mere smoke. Very soon we found ourselves in the ground. Then even the old lady disappeared. Next moment, I was falling. I was out of the mind of the succubi queen. Below me the volcano groaned and smoked even more. The succubi queen reached me and grabbed me. I noticed that her wings and horns were shrinking in size very fast. Just as the two of us landed safely at the foot of the volcano, the succubi queen completely lost her wings and horns, and also her tail.  
 
    “I thank you for freeing me from my fears and the black magic that had dominated me for so long,” she told me. I realised that she was growing more and more translucent. 
 
    “Are you going to die now?” I asked her. The succubi that I tamed usually turned into normal girls, but this was the succubi queen after all. 
 
    “Yes, and no,” the queen answered and there was a genuine smile on her lips and then she completely disappeared.  
 
    Just then a message popped up in my vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  You have successfully completed the quest to bring the downfall of the succubi queen! 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You receive full control over all the succubi and the demons that were previously under the control of the succubi queen! 
    
  If you do not want to take responsibility of the succubi and the demons then you can either give over their control to someone you trust. You can also initiate the process through which the succubi and the demons would turn into regular humans. However this process takes time, and if you would like to immediately turn any of the succubi or demons to humans, you can only do so to ten of them. 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to initiate the process? The process takes a period of two years for completion and in this time you would be the supreme ruler over the succubi and the male demons. However, it is not compulsory that you must initiate the process. You can rule over the succubi and the male demons for the rest of your life! 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Already the prospect of ruling over the succubi and the demons for two years felt like a massive responsibility, so I immediately selected yes. I might even consider handing over the responsibility to someone else in the future. 
 
    The next moment another notification appeared in my vision, as a fuzzy feeling took hold of me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You level up! 
    
  You have decided to free the succubi! You receive 1000 luck! You can also immediately free fifty succubi instead of the initial ten! 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Overhead, the succubi were still fighting with my friends. With a mere thought I was able to order them to stop doing so. The succubi as well as my friends descended down. 
 
    “You did it!” Lana said, casting an uneasy glance at the succubus nearest to her. “You defeated the queen!” 
 
    “But I don’t understand why the succubi are being suddenly nice to us,” the dragon commented. “And it’s not like they are trying to cast their charm on us.” 
 
    “You are an old man again, sir!” Danor said to me. I touched my face and wasn’t very surprised to feel quite a few wrinkles. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “I didn’t defeat the queen,” I said, “I defeated the black magic inside her. I tamed her. And as a result I have gained control over all the succubi who were previously controlled by her.” 
 
    “Can you turn the people of my town into humans again?” Lana asked, stepping towards me. I said that I could only do so to fifty of the succubi and demons immediately. Lana gave me the names of her mother, sister, a friend called Mowa and some other people from her town. I asked these people to come to where I was and immediately quite a few succubi and demons came to where we were standing. 
 
    Lana burst into tears when I turned her mother, sister and the friend into a human again. She hugged each of them tight and they all cried. I couldn’t help but feel a tinge of jealousy when she hugged her friend, Mowa his name was. But I reckoned I was an old man now and Lana a young lady, even though if we tallied our ages from the real world as well as the game world, we would probably be around the same age. I should stop thinking about her, I told myself, as I looked towards the volcano. 
 
    The volcano was smoking even more. For everyone’s safety, I ordered all the succubi and the demons to move away to an area that was at a safe distance from the volcano. I ordered the succubi to carry the demons and the humans as they couldn’t fly. 
 
    Finally, only Lana, Danor, the dragon and I remained at the foot of the volcano. Lana had asked her mother, sister and the friend to move to the safer area and that she would be following soon. 
 
    The dragon turned at all of us. 
 
    “It is time that I return to my own world,” he said with a meek smile. “Not everything went as planned, but I recon everything that happened was for good. We weren’t able to get to the centre of the earth, but apparently we needn’t have done that. The favourable factors helped us. Goodbye, may we meet again.” 
 
    The dragon beat his wings and off he went towards the mouth of the volcano. We waved at him. Then he disappeared into the mouth of the volcano. None of the magma, or heat would harm him for the dragon was of the same world as them. 
 
    “Now, I think we should get away from here, captain, before lava splashes on us,” Lana said with a small grin.  
 
    “You remember you were saying stuff when the Sphere was drowning?” I asked her. I hadn’t meant to speak that. The words had automatically spilled out of my mouth. 
 
    Lana turned a shade of pink. 
 
    “A little of it,” she said, “but whatever I spoke was true.” 
 
    “I thought you like your other friend, Mowa, isn’t he?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, I like him,” Lana said, not meeting my eyes, “but a friend he is and that is all.” 
 
    “But I think you should make more than a friend out of him,” I said, looking away at the many succubi flying away, “I am an old man now.” 
 
    Danor gave out an uneasy cough, listening to our conversation. 
 
    “You were an old man once,” he said, “then you turned into a young person. Perhaps you can turn into a young person again, sir?” 
 
    “Ah, the cycle of youth and old age,” I said, and we all laughed. “Perhaps someday… But now I would need trustworthy people who can help me rule over the succubi and the demons for the two years for which I would be responsible for them. Would you two like to help me?” 
 
    Lana and Danor looked at each other and then they turned to me. They spoke together. 
 
    “Of course, we will!” 
 
    The end… for now 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author’s Note: 
 
    Thanks for reading the story.  
 
    I have been dreaming up stories ever since I was four. It is said that change is the only constant, but for me there is another constant: writing. Creating imaginary worlds and people is what gives meaning to my life.  
 
    I hope you liked Chains of a Succubus. For a while I have been fascinated with youth. Everybody wants to be youthful. I wanted to create a world where one can become old and then young and then old again. Also, another thing that has caught my interest recently is the concept of ‘favourable factors’. These are the factors or elements in the universe which are always working in our favour, even though at times we feel like they are working against us. 
 
    If you didn’t like Chains of a Succubus, I am sorry, I tried. Be sure to leave a review on Amazon, as reviews are an indie author’s best friend. Praise me like I am Shakespeare or shoot me down with criticism. I’ll be thankful for both. 
 
    If you think I can improve in anyway, please send your suggestions to my email ajauthor@rediffmail.com 
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